


Dark Skies

by CentuariAlpha



Category: Half-Life, Mass Effect
Language: English
Status: In-Progress
Published: 2014-02-23 02:55:28
Updated: 2015-05-16 02:02:18
Packaged: 2016-04-26 22:14:31
Rating: T
Chapters: 10
Words: 46,220
Publisher: www.fanfiction.net
Summary: Book 1 of 3. As ancient powers and enigmatic figures make their move, the stars will darken and the heavens will tremble as a scarred and battered humanity still reeling from the Combine occupation encounters the rest of the civilized galaxy.





	1. Prologue

50,000 B.C.E: Acting upon the orders from an unknown source, the Reaper's activate the Citadel and use it to teleport out from Dark Space and into the Milky Way. The Protheans are unable to fight off such an overwhelming and sudden attack, resulting in the collapse of their society and the destruction of their civilization. The Reapers spend the next several centuries systematically harvesting and exterminating the Protheans and other organic species, before destroying most traces of the Prothean Empire and retreating back into Dark Space; species that have not developed space travel are left alone and undisturbed.

_While the Reapers were harvesting the space-faring civilizations in the galaxy, on the third planet orbiting a G-type star, the species known as Homo sapien gradually began to build their own society and civilization. Their ascendancy into civilization was not peaceful; conflicts occurred on an almost daily basis, and two massive wars that spanned the entire planet were fought that ravaged the entire planet. Millions of people were killed into these conflicts, and mankind edged closer and closer towards Armageddon with the advent of nuclear weapons._

_Yet humanity was not solely marked by war and destruction. Science and technology thrived in human society, while scientists strove to crack and utilize the secrets of the universe itself. Two rival companies lead the way in scientific advancement: Black Mesa and Aperture Science. While the companies worked on mostly different things (Aperture researching AI's, nanotechnology, matter replicators, and genetics, and Black Mesa researching military weaponry, rocketry, experimental propulsion, and high-powered energy weapons), both companies focused on one subject in particular: teleportation. Their research into this field lead to two different outcomes: Aperture developed the Aperture Science Handheld Portal Device, a device capable of creating two linked wormholes on any flat surface. Black Mesa on the other hand discovered the border world of Xen, a pocket universe that bordered two different universes. What was of particular interest to them was the discovery of Xen crystals, crystals containing large amounts of exotic matter. Utilizing these crystals, Black Mesa was able to develop a teleportation system that "sling-shotted" an object around Xen and to a receiving teleport. _

_But there were greater powers at work, powers that manipulated humanity for their own plans. A mysterious entity known as the G-Man approached the administrator of Black Mesa, Wallace Breen, and offered him the purest Xen Crystal every discovered. The testing of this crystal triggered the Resonance Cascade, a catastrophic event that tore open inter-dimensional holes leading to Xen, allowing Xenian flora and fauna to flood into the facility, and allowed the being known as the Nilhilanth to send its minions to Earth. It was only through the combined efforts of Gordon Freeman, a theoretical physicist working at the facility, Adrian Shephard, a US Hazardous Environmental Containment Unit Marine, and Barney Calhoun, Black Mesa security guard and friend to Gordon Freeman that the Nilhilanth was killed and key staff members of Black Mesa saved. The G-Man soon appeared after the incident, and "recruited" Freeman and Shephard, while Calhoun was able to escape his grasp. The G-Man placed Freeman and Shephard into stasis to be awoken when they were needed. With the death of the Nihilanth, the Xenian invasion of Earth was stopped, and the Vortigaunts, previously enslaved by the Nilhilanth, were set free. They later made contact with remaining Black Mesa scientists and personnel. _

_While the Nilhilanth's invasion of Earth was foiled, the Resonance Cascade continued to wreak havoc on the Earth. Portal storms ravaged human cities, while depositing invasive Xenian species on the planet. Governments and the military shepherded civilians into heavily defended cities, as they waited out the portal storms. _

_Unfortunately, the Resonance Cascade had the unforeseen consequence of attracting the attention of the Advisors, the leaders of an all-consuming empire called the Combine that spanned hundreds of different universes. Interested in humanity's development of local teleportation technology (something the Combine never achieved), the Combine launched a massive military assault on Earth, crushing the planet's armed forces and enslaved the human race during a conflict known as the 7-Hour war. For his role in negotiating Earth's surrender, Black Mesa administrator Wallace Breen was declared Administrator of the Earth by the Combine. _

_During the 20 years of the Combine Occupation of Earth, the Combine ransacked the Earth, draining it of its minerals and water. Combine fleets were dispatched to the rest of the solar system, and outposts were established, as the Combine slowly drained the entire solar system of its resources. Massive 3 km high war factories and headquarters known as Citadels were teleported into every remaining city while an energy field known as the suppression field prevented humanity from reproducing; millions of people were taken away to prison-camps, where they were converted into mindless slaves and soldiers. Their efforts were opposed by the Lambda Resistance, a resistance lead by Eli Vance, Isaac Kliener, Arne Magnusson, and Barney Calhoun, and were also aided by the Vortigaunts. However, their efforts were mostly ineffective and made no difference in the Combine's Operations. _

_All that changed in the year 2029 C.E, 20 years after the 7-Hour war. The G-Man woke Gordon Freeman and Adrian Shephard from stasis, and tasked them with overthrowing the Combine's rule over Earth. Gordon was sent to the Combine capital of Earth, City 17, in Eastern Europe, while Adrian was sent to City 28 in North America. The two of them blazed a trail of destruction around the Earth. Freeman destroyed the main Combine Prison and augmentation facility of Nova Prospekt (inciting a world-wide rebellion coordinated and lead by the Resistance known as the Uprising), destroying the City 17 Citadel (resulting in the destruction of City 17), deactivating the suppression field, and defending a Resistance rocket that launched a dimensional buffer into orbit, preventing the formation of a Combine superportal and stopping Combine reinforcements from reaching Earth. Meanwhile, Shephard succeeded in destroying much of the Combine's spaceports and launch facilities on Earth crippling their space launch capabilities, and successfully captured a Combine anti-orbital planetary defence cannon. The use of that cannon was critical in the prevention of Combine reinforcements from the rest of the solar system landing on Earth. The result was that Combine forces on Earth and in the solar system were scattered and cut-off from all contact and reinforcements. The Resistance also too heavy losses during the Uprising; thousands of Resistance soldiers were killed, and leader Eli Vance was killed by a pair of Advisors. _

_Shephard and Freeman finally met face to face in Greenland, after both arriving at the site of the Borealis, a long-lost Aperture Science research vessel, rumoured to be carrying experimental teleportation technology. The two succeeded in defending the Borealis from remaining Combine soldiers and rescuing Resistance scientist Judith Mossman. With the Borealis's teleportation technology secured, Resistance leaders begin to plan for the eradication of remaining Combine forces. However, while the technology from the Borealis was interesting, the method of teleportation Aperture Science used completely baffled the Resistance, leaving the Resistance unable to use it until their scientists fully understood it. _

_In light of this, a more conventional battle is waged between Combine remnants and the Lambda Resistance. With Gordon Freeman, Adrian Shephard, and Barney Calhoun leading the way, the Resistance would liberate city after city, country after country, and continent after continent from the Combine, but not without suffering heavy casualties. The final assault took place against the Combine stronghold of City 37 in Australia in the year 2034 C.E. At this time, the Resistance was able to fully understand and utilize the teleportation technology found aboard the Borealis; this new form of technology was able to teleport large objects or group of objects anywhere within a range of 40,000 km, and was able to do so without having to link to another existing teleport. Using this new form of teleportation, the Resistance was able to completely bypass Combine defences strike deep within the city and annihilate Combine forces, without having to build new teleporters onsite, as had been previously done, while only suffering light casualties. _

_With the liberation of the Earth from the Combine, humanity and their Vortigaunts allies entered a brand new era._

2034 C.E: Gordon Freeman and Alyx Vance, daughter of the late Eli Vance, are wed in the Resistance base of White Forest. The wedding party eventually ends with the infirmary packed full of guests suffering severe hangovers.

2035 C.E: With the destruction of much of the Earth's biosphere as the result of invasive Xenian species and the Combine occupation, food is at a critical low point; current food rations can only sustain the current human population (estimated at around 2.5 billion) for at most a decade. It is the Vortigaunts, with their ancient knowledge of Antlion husbandry, that come to the rescue. The Vortigaunts are convert existing Antlion hives into massive farms, and provide much needed food, as well as producing other beneficial products, such as medicine and vortessence-enhancing agents. According to one person, Antlion meat tasted "like chicken".

2036 C.E: Massive reconstruction efforts are undertaken around the world. Cities are being rebuilt and called by their pre-occupation names, land is being reclaimed from invasive species, farms are being constructed, transportation networks are being repaired and rebuilt, and a global teleportation network is being constructed. In addition, the remaining Combine Citadels on Earth are secured by the Resistance, and the technologies inside are being studied by scientists. Christened Project Citadel, the project is predicted to bring great technological advancements to humanity and the Vortigaunts. Humanity appears to be recovering, as a massive wave of children is born and populations swell.

2039 C.E: Various reconstruction efforts are hampered by the lack of manpower. With 4.5 billion people killed or converted by the Combine, workers are stretched thin and are unable to keep various projects on date. However, this problem is soon solved with the discovery of the intact and still operational Aperture Science Enrichment Center near Lansing, Michigan. While several people were killed during the initial meeting with the overseer of the facility (an artificial intelligence composing of an sentient computer called GLaDOS and an uploaded human called Caroline), and negotiations were strained, GLaDOS eventually agrees to release Aperture Science technology and AI controlled robots to aid in the reconstruction efforts. In return, GLaDOS was promised full funding and support of the research conducted within the Enrichment Center along with test subjects (for strictly non-lethal testing) and the assurance that Black Mesa had been "completely obliterated by a thermo-nuclear detonation."

2041 C.E: Project Citadel announces a major breakthrough in their research of Combine technology. From analysis of the deactivated core and the power systems of the Citadel along with intact Combine databases, much of the underlying theory behind the Combine's manipulation of dark matter and dark energy is discovered and understood. Project scientists promise that they would soon be able to replicate a dark energy reactor, as well as reproduce many of the Combine's technology.

2048: With the help of GLaDOS and the many Aperture Science AIs, many of the reconstruction projects are nearing completion. Most cities have been rebuilt and modernized, and various pockets of dangerous Xenian wildlife are being cleared. Power stations have been built and most of the world has access to electricity; vertical and underground farms, along with Antlion ranches provide humanity's food; cars and planes begin to fill Earth's roads and skies; and the Global Teleportation Network nears completion. Project Citadel scientists are assisted by GLaDOS.

2050 C.E: The Global Teleportation Network is finally completed. The network links every major settlement, military base, research center, and transportation hub in the world, allowing the energy-efficient transportation of people, goods, cargo, etc. The network consists of two parts: small-scale teleports developed by the Resistance that teleport small objects or people, and large scale teleports developed by Aperture Science that generate two linked wormholes over long distances, allowing the instantaneous transfer of large objects or large groups of objects.

2050 C.E: Project Citadel scientists, after many setbacks and failures, finally succeed in reactivating Berlin's Citadel's Dark Energy reactor. Massive amounts of power are generated by the reactor, leading to the hope of cheap, reliable, and plentiful energy, and barring any major setbacks, production of Dark Energy reactors could begin soon.

2050 C.E: The nanoforge, a machine that can create a wide variety of non-organic materials from simple, raw materials, is developed and perfected by Aperture Science. While a limited form of the nanoforge had been in use at Aperture Science for quite some time, it was only capable of producing a limited range of materials in small quantities. By combining it with technology reverse-engineered from the Combine Citadel's factories, the new nanoforge is much more suited for wide-spread industrial usage.

2051 C.E: Medical nano-technology is distributed to the general public. The technology grants people a wide variety of abilities, such as increased healing and cognitive functions, better stamina and endurance, faster reflexes, and a longer lifespan.

2052 C.E: After 34 years of managing and governing the Earth, the Lambda Resistance is officially dissolved and a new global government called the Coalition Assembly is formed, consisting of Humans and Vortigaunts. Headquartered in New York City, the Coalition is governed by the Parliament, consisting of elected representatives, and is split into 3 branches: Legislative, Executive, and Judicial.

2054 C.E: In the light of the help and assistance given by sentient AI's, the Coalition Parliament votes in favour of the Sentient Rights Bill, which gives AI's full citizenship and rights as Coalition citizens. A new department, Research Development, is created and placed under the direct leadership of GLaDOS and headquartered in the Aperture Science Enrichment Center.

2055 C.E: With the assistance of nanoforges, AI's, and the Vortigaunts, Project Citadel scientists begin the construction of the first Coalition-made Dark Energy reactor. However, Project researchers are hampered by the lack of raw resources for the nanoforges.

2056 C.E: A global census reveals that the human population has increased by around 500 million, while the Vortigaunt population has also increased significantly. With the demand for raw resources and energy for nanoforges and other installations at critical highs, plans are drawn up for an expansion into space. That same year, using reversed engineered Combine technology and technology developed at Aperture Science, and a small colony consisting mostly of AI's are sent to Shackleton crater on the moon to mine for Helium-3 and raw-resources for nanoforges; the Helium is used in newly built nuclear fusion reactors, greatly alleviating Earth's energy problem.

2058 C.E: Project Citadel announces the completion and activation of the first Dark Energy reactor in New York. Plans are drawn up for the construction of more reactors in various cities around the world.

2059 C.E: In another breakthrough, Project Citadel scientists announce that they have synthesized the metal used by the Combine in their Citadels, utilizing a device known as the femto-manipulator. While the synthesized version of the metal is not as strong or durable as the original version, the new metal is still lighter, stronger, and more resistant than any other metal or alloy by magnitudes. The new metal is named unobtainium.

2061 C.E: Dark energy reactors and Oscillation generators are now in common use by the Coalition. The new generators, reversed engineered by Project Citadel personnel, provide far more power than even nuclear fusion reactors; when used in conjunction with teleporters, teleportation speed and efficiency is increased greatly. Research also begins in the utilization of dark energy manipulation as a form of space travel and weaponry.

2075 C.E: The Coalition now has several colonies established on the moon, and has launched a colony ship bound for Mars. Automated probes bring back tons of raw materials from the asteroid belt for the hungry nanoforges on Earth while the population of the Coalition soars. Dark energy is now in common use by the Coalition, replacing other forms of power; orbital shipyards and space elevators constructed out of unobtainium start to appear; research is conducted into the application of dark energy manipulation in faster than light travel. The Coalition enters a golden age.

2083 C.E: While digging a mine, miners from the Lowell Colony on Mars stumble upon an abandoned ancient alien bunker. The Coalition immediately dispatches military personnel to the site, and hushes up the discovery. Research and exploration of the bunker is conducted in absolute secrecy.

2084 C.E: From examination of the bunker, the Coalition announces that the ruins were constructed by an alien species called the Protheans, who had established several monitoring stations and research outposts around Earth 50,000 years ago. At the time, the whereabouts of the Protheans are unknown.

2084 C.E: Coalition scientists, while a studying the Prothean technology found within the ruins, discover an unknown element capable of manipulating dark energy fields. Upon further analysis, it is discovered that upon exposure to a negative current, the mass of an object is decreased, while when exposed to a positive current, the mass of an object is increased. However, the applications of the element, called Element Zero, are deemed to be less promising than the direct-manipulation of dark energy, and coupled with the scarcity of the resource within the solar system and its toxicity, leads to further research being abandoned.

2087 C.E: Project Citadel scientists begin to introduce dark energy weapons to the Coalition military. The weapons either convert the dark energy into a beam of exotic matter that tears apart objects, or convert it into dark energy plasma that generates tiny space-time disturbances, warping an object's structure and causing damage to it. While currently difficult to maintain and produce, it is expected that these weapons will soon see wide-spread use throughout the military.

2090 C.E: After decades of research and development, a form of faster-than-light travel is developed by Coalition scientists using a device known as a fold-drive. The fabric of space is manipulated causing the surrounding space-time to be folded, so that the space in front of it is contracted, while the space behind it is expanded, propelling the ship forward at faster-than-light speeds. The first FTL ships are sent to neighbouring star systems.

2095 C.E: Two colonies are established in the Alpha Centauri system and the Epsilon Eridani system.

2100 C.E: While exploring an anomaly on Pluto's moon Charon, field scientists accidentally activate an alien device buried underneath it. The device is a 15 kilometer long structure shaped like a tuning fork, with a core of element zero in the middle of the device; when examined by scientists, the device, dubbed a Mass Relay by scientists, appears to be part of a massive interstellar transport network, capable of transporting object over thousands of light years almost instantly. However, the Coalition's reaction at the discovery soon turns to fear and panic at the discovery that the metal used in the device is the one commonly used by the Combine, leading to beliefs that the device was constructed by the Combine. Even worse, new research of the Prothean bunker and data archives on Mars reveal that the Protheans were wiped out by another alien race 50,000 years ago; panic and rioting spreads throughout Coalition space, as rumours that the Protheans were wiped out by the Combine begin to spread.

2101 C.E: The Relay Disassembly Protocol and the Shephard Doctrine are drawn up and enacted by the Coalition Parliament. The Relay Disassembly Protocol calls for the disassembly of every Mass Relay within Coalition space, while the Shephard Doctrine states that all colonies must be heavily defended against any attack. Coalition expansion into space slows to a crawl, as the focus shifts to defense, rather than exploration.

2101 C.E: Construction of the Sol Defense Grid begins. Thousands of monitoring stations are scattered throughout the system, while massive planetary defense cannons are constructed on Earth, Mars, Venus, Mercury, and the moons of Jupiter and Saturn. Giant orbital defense platforms are built orbiting Earth; teleportation stations are built in the rest of the system, linking the rest of the solar system with Earth; military ships are constructed at breakneck speeds. The Grid will not be completed until 2134, while the Sol Defense fleet will not reach full strength until 2119. Plans are drawn up for a massive Dyson sphere surrounding the sun, for the purposes of manufacturing, defense, and habitation

_For the next 1000 years, the Coalition expanded slowly, fearful of a Combine presence in the stars. The Coalition's starships, armed to the teeth with missiles, nuclear weapons, drones, star fighters, and dark energy weapons numbered in the thousands, while the 100 colonies established by the Coalition were essentially giant fortresses, heavily defended against any attack; Sol was virtually impenetrable, crawling with defense platforms, ships, anti-orbital cannons, and monitoring station, while the massive Dyson "factory" pumped out goods, munitions, and starships at an ever increasing rate. Every single Mass Relay found in Coalition space was immediately disassembled. It was only in the year 3025 that the Coalition decided to establish a new colony in a neighbouring star system. The colony's name? Shanxi. _

3025 C.E: The colony of Shanxi is established. The Shanxi Defense Network begins construction immediately.

3025 C.E: Following the discovery of a relay within the Shanxi system, disassembly of the relay begins immediately.


	2. A Red Letter Day

**3025 C.E**

**Shanxi System**

**11 AU from Shanxi**

1,645,576,577 from the planet of Shanxi, a massive 15 km long megastructure, shaped like a tuning fork, hung in the void. The entire structure was illuminated by the pale blue glow of a sapphire sphere in its middle, encapsulated by two spinning rings rotating so fast that they were merely a blur. Occasionally, tendrils of energy would fly out into the void, hinting at the enormous amount of power contained within the device, while snaps, pops, hisses, and high pitched whining noises could be heard within the electromagnetic spectrum, raw pent-up power creaming to be released. To any other race, this device (known as a Mass Relay), would have been beyond their engineering and scientific capabilities, unparalleled in its size, power, and mass; capable of hurling objects thousands of lightyears in an instant, they were pinnacles of science and technology. They would have preserved it, studied it, used it, hoping to crack open its secrets.

But to the races of the Coalition Assembly, the relay was a pitiful and pathetic device, utterly incapable of using the true potential of dark energy. The vast amounts of element zero within the device: what could they do? The best they could do was raise or lower the mass of an object, insignificant compared the the universe-wrenching technologies of the Coalition. Lowering the mass of an object low enough so that FTL travel could be obtained? Wasteful and inefficient, far less capable than directly manipulating the fabric of space and time itself. In short, the Relays were a mockery of dark energy technology, inferior in almost every aspect.

But above all, the relays were thought to be constructed by the enemy, an all-consuming force called the Combine. Two of the members of the Coalition, the Vortigaunts and humanity, had deep scars within their psyche resulting from their enslavement and force occupation of their homelands by the Combine. It had taken a titanic effort just to liberate themselves from a small fraction of their forces which had devastated their population and ruined their planets. And just when the Coalition had thought itself free of its former oppressors, the Mass Relays were discovered, devices built out of the same material the Combine used, designed like the Combine, using the same coding language like the Combine, and covered with Combine insignia and symbols. Nobody knew when and why the Combine constructed the relays; all they cared about was the fact that there were now interstellar highways that the Combine could utilize leading straight into the worlds of the Coalition. The relays had to be removed and taken care of for the safety and well-being of the Coalition.

And that was why the Shanxi relay found itself with a 15 km long dreadnought floating beside it today.

* * *

><p><strong>3025 C.E<strong>

**Shanxi System**

**C.S.S Dreadnought **_**Retribution**_

**11 AU from Shanxi**

Captain Williams, commander of the Coalition starship _Retribution_, leaned lazily back into his chair, as he stared at the viewscreen displaying a stunning high-definition image of the Shanxi relay. With his nano-augmented senses, he could just barely make out the pinpoints of light that were the team on AI's currently on the relay, as they began the tedious process of disassembling the relay. Even though the AI's were hardened and durable enough to withstand the harsh conditions of the relay and outer space, William's still pitied them a little: working on taking apart a structure where lethal outbursts of radiation and highly toxic and corrosive substances were common was surely enough to put a dent into any sapient beings psyche. At least it wasn't as resource intensive as before; in the past, massive mobile shipyards, armed with super-lasers, plasma torches, anti-gravity rippers, and a veritable army of AI's had to be called in. Now, thanks to advances in nano and pico technology, all that needed to happen was for a select team of AI's in specially hardened platforms to access the relay's controls, deactivate it, plant small packages of custom designed self-replicating picomachines, and let the picomachines do the rest of the work.

The task of disassembling a relay was one of paramount importance and could not be put off. The Combine had constructed these relays and if they were to once again threaten Earth and her colonies, they would most likely utilize the relays to attack; after all, cheap, fast, almost instantaneous travel among the stars was an enormous tactical advantage and an opponent would be stupid to not utilize it. Though there had been no sign of the Combine in the past 1000 years, but the galaxy was vast and mostly unexplored. Plenty of unknown places for Combine remnants from the original occupation to wait and bide their time.

And the Coalition was ready to fight the Combine, ready to defend what they held dearest. The 1000 years after the discovery of the Relays and the revelation that the Combine could still lurk in the stars had not been idle: industry, science, technology, engineering and the military had been elevated to great heights never before seen. The hungry nano-forges on the Coalition's forge worlds demanded more and more raw resources as an ever increasing amount of goods and military hardware was pumped out; each year, the scientists at Aperture Science discovered more and more ways dark energy and high-energy physics could be utilized for the greater good; femto-manipulators churned out increasing amounts of unobtainium for the Coalition military; the construction of the great Dyson Sphere around Sol was being accelerated, as the mighty foundries and factories within roared to life, using the raw matter contained within Sol itself to fuel themselves. Just as how the introduction of super-predators in Earth's prehistoric seas had triggered an evolutionary arms race, the arrival of the Combine had been the catalyst for a major leap forward in weapons technology.

Take the _Retribution_ for example. The _Retribution_ contained pieces of technology that people in the past would never even have dreamt of: nano-fluidic reactive armour, nex-gen disruption shields, high-tech repulsion fields, dark energy-cannons capable of tearing apart atoms, emergency hard-light shields, a fold-drive that could traverse parsecs in minutes, pin-point teleporters, nearly 100% efficient nano-forges, molecular switches and quantum qubits in lieu of clumsy transistors and memristors, nuclear cannons and a dark energy reactor that was light years beyond previous generations. All of that was created as a direct response to the Combine threat.

His XO, the Vortigaunt Commander Achilles, walked towards and him and stood by his chair, joining Williams as they both gazed at the Relay floating in front of them. The Vortigaunts were one of humanities greatest allies, and one of the three members of the Coalition Assembly, beside humanity and the AIs. Even though both races looked nothing alike (the Vortigaunts having a third arm protruding from their chests with hooves for feet, a hunchback like appearance, and a single bright-red eye in their foreheads), humanity and the vortigaunts had both been enslaved by the Combine. Vortigaunt history was a tale of sadness and loss, from their exile from their home universe, to their enslavement by the Nihilanth, and their struggle alongside their human allies to overthrow the Combine from Earth.

"This one has seen the Mass Relay's before."

"Through the vortessence?" asked Williams.

"That is correct."

The vortessence was, according to the Vortigaunts, a mystical energy field that permeated the entire universe, much like the Force from the ancient Star Wars movies. The vortessence connected each and every Vortigaunt in a telepathic bond, allowing them to exchange thoughts, ideas, senses, and emotions wherever they were, a sort of natural Battlefield Integration System. It also granted them impressive directed energy attacks, and gave them a deeper understanding of high-energy physics, making them invaluable scientists and researchers.

Achilles continued. "The Uriah was there when the first relay was discovered. He shared to us through our vortal coils, showing us the abomination of the enemy that lead straight to our home."

Williams jaw dropped. "The Uriah? The one who worked alongside Arne Magnusson during the Uprising? The one who assisted Gordon Freeman himself?"

Achilles nodded gravely. "The very one. The Uriah spoke fondly of the Freeman. What he lacked in words and conversation, he more than made up for it in his actions and deeds. The Freeman is still regarded as the Messiah to this very day, the man who cast of the shackles of our slavery."

A hologram appeared before the two of them, showing them a 19'th century British gentleman, complete with a monocle, top hat, cane, and tuxedo. The hologram turned to face them, and saluted them in a true military fashion. "Captain. Commander. " It even talked with a snobbish British accent.

Williams groaned. "Plato, as Captain of this ship and your Commanding Officer, I order you to discard that avatar at once."

The AI's avatar smirked at the comment. "And as the ship's core AI, I graciously ignore your order. Besides, an AI has to find something to keep them occupied."

"Then why don't you go back to monitoring the Dark Energy reactor with Ares and Gaia?"

The AI made a noncommittal shrug. "Quantum fluctuations in the reactor are about 0.000001%, well within acceptable ranges. And before you ask, all systems are fully online and functional, and yes, the issue with the reactive armour has been fixed."

Achilles pointed a gnarly finger at the AI. "This one did not seek us merely for idle talk. Speak something of consequence or begone."

"Hmph, well that was rather rude." said Plato indignantly. "I was about to tell you that the disassembly team have accessed the relay's controls and are waiting for your command."

Williams nodded. "Tell the team to continue the disassembly. And while you're at it, also remind them about the extra protocols as well. We don't want a repeat of the Gliese 581 incident."

Plato's expression darkened visibly at the last sentence. "Don't worry sir, I will." And with that, the hologram winked out of existence.

Outside, the lights on the Relay slowly dimmed and were extinguished. The containment rings surrounding the element zero core slowly ground to a halt as automated braking systems were engaged, and the soft blue glow the relay was emitting dimmed considerably. Tiny pricks of light could be seen heading towards the core, as the team on the relay engaged their thrusters in preparation for their next step.

So far everything was going according to plan. No mishaps or disruptions; the entire procedure was smooth and orderly. Suddenly, Williams face drew into a frown as a thought popped up in his mind. He turned around to face his XO.

"Achilles, didn't someone once say that nothing ever goes according to plan?"

* * *

><p><strong>3025 C.E<strong>

**Relay 314**

**Citadel Exploration Task Force **

**Asari Ship **_**Unyielding Justice**_

Faint shadows appeared on the hull of Relay 314, as a mixed expedition of Asari science vessels and their Turian escorts came into view. Onboard, a team of Asari researchers and their Turian escorts steadily grew more excited, as they approached the gateway leading to an entirely unexplored part of the galaxy.

Matriarch Leona, Asari commander of the expedition, smiled in satisfaction. This expedition had been delayed too many times by the Citadel Council. Even though they had received permission to activate the uncharted, dormant Relay 314 and done so 2 years ago (the first time in over 1000 years that an uncharted relay was activated), the muddled bureaucratic regulations of the Council had prevented them from actually traversing the relay. And so Relay 314 floated serenely and unused, until an Element Zero shortage crises had finally prompted the Council to give the go-ahead to the expedition in the hopes that the expedition might discover new deposits of Element Zero in their explorations.

The Council had still been wary though, and has thus given her an escort of 30 Turian ships, composed of various frigates and cruisers, all commanded by decorated war hero Desolas Arterius, who had brought his own personal dreadnought (the _Spirit's Will) _along with him. Boasting the latest in mass effect technology, the Council (and Leona), felt more than adequately protected against any possible threat.

A sudden chime interrupted her thoughts, as a message from Desolas was received by her communications officer.

"Patch the message to my omni-tool." she told the young Asari.

Nodding, the officer turned back to her console, and moments later, a image of Desolas appeared on her omni-tool.

"General Arterius. Is there something wrong?"

Desolas sighed, his mandibles twitching. "You could say that Matriarch. It appears that in the two years that we were gone, the relay has once again shut down. Suffice to say, we aren't going to go anywhere until we can get that relay back up."

Leona considered for a moment. "Can't we simply just activate the relay again? We have the necessary protocols and procedures, shouldn't be too hard."

"We could, but my ships are detecting instabilities in the relay's programming; we don't know what's causing it, but it appears that the partner relay is malfunctioning. Activating the relay and jumping through could be catastrophic." Desolas replied.

Leona nodded. "I'll take that chances. Tell your ships to begin relay transit. This expedition has been put off for too long."

Desolas acknowledged her and cut the channel. Outside, the engines of the Turian ships flared to life as they approached the relay, transmitting crucial information needed for a successful transit.

"Begin relay transit." she ordered.

The _Unyielding Justice_ shuddered as the engines activated, and the relay grew closer and closer. Thin tendrils of blue energy reached out for the ships, and one by one, they were flung off into unknown.

* * *

><p><strong>3025 C.E<strong>

**Shanxi Relay**

**C.S.S Dreadnought **_**Retribution**_

**11 AU from Shanxi**

Williams idle contemplation was suddenly interrupted by a cascade of blaring klaxons and alarms. Outside, the lights on the Shanxi relay slowly lit-up, as the relay slowly roared back to life: the containment rings began rotating at an accelerating pace; bolts of energy flew into the void; a bright blue glow outshone everything around them as sheets of incandescent blue energy formed between the two prongs. A corridor of glowing energy shot out from interstellar space, before coming to a halt near the relay.

"Status report! What's happening to the relay?" shouted Williams over the cacophony of bridge.

"The relay's activating sir!" reported a nearby ensign. "Someone's trying to access the relay from the other side!"

"What!" Williams snapped. "Are you telling me that someone's attempting to use the relay?"

Plato's holographic avatar appeared in midair again, his expression cool and professional. "Ensign Harris is correct. An unknown party has activated the Shanxi relay's partner and is trying to conduct a relay transit; as a safety measure, I have ordered the disassembly team to download themselves back onto the ship. The 'tunnel' near the relay is infact a sub-space corridor linking the relay. In addition, telemetry data being broadcasted by the Relay seems to indicate that only a small amount of ships are attempting to jump; in all likelihood, it is probably a small expedition or scouting force."

Ice-cold fear ran down Williams back. Someone was attempting to use the relays, and who else would use it other than their creators, the Combine?

"As soon as anything exits this relay, scan it for dark energy signatures matching those of element zero, the relays, dark energy reactors or weapons." he ordered. "Annihilate any vessel that displays those signatures and jam their communications; leave no survivors. Bring all defensive and offensive measures online and send a message to Sol about this, priority Omega. Set the BIS system to standby for immediate activation"

As Williams sunk back into his chair, his face set in cold, hard, resolution, Achilles muttered gravely beside him.

"Let us hope that this is not the beginning of the end."

* * *

><p><strong>3025 C.E<strong>

**Shanxi Relay**

**Citadel Exploration Task Force**

**Turian Escort Dreadnought **_**Spirits Will**_

Turians were by nature a militaristic species. Their government, culture, society: all had been shaped around the concept of war and battle. Every able-bodied Turian, starting from the age of 15, served either in the military or one of its support corps; honour, loyalty, courage and bravery were the most respected virtues in Turian culture; the military was not just a government institution, but a civilian one as well. And it was because of this that during the darkest hours of the Krogan Rebellion and the Unification War, when all hope had seemed lost, the Turian people had not lost hope. They had pushed on, ignoring their despair and misery, resolute and stalwart as ever, hardened by their militarized culture.

But now, General Desolas Arterius, decorated veteran in hundreds of campaigns against pirates, Batarians, warlords, and the Terminus Systems, when confronted with the spectacle in front of him began to despair. When they had emerged on the opposite side of Relay 314, Desolas had expecting many things: lush fertile worlds full of minerals, a new species to meet, more Prothean ruins, worlds scoured by nuclear fire, etc. But he had never in his wildest dreams expected this!

At least everything he had seen before obeyed the laws of physics as he had understood it. But this monstrous ship, this eldritch abomination, broke every single rule of mass effect physics. According to his ship's sensors, the unknown vessel was at least 10 km in length, more than 10 times the size of a standard dreadnought; the dark energy levels emanating from it were magnitudes beyond even the largest mass effect cores; and the hull of the ship was either made of a material that completely ignored the laws of physics and material sciences, or a major rewrite in multiple fields of physics and chemistry was needed. You couldn't build a ship 10 km long: the massive amounts of element zero needed to keep a ship that size spaceworthy would inevitably create such high inefficiencies that it wouldn't be worth the effort! Even if you could increase the efficiency of a mass effect core the size of that, the structural stress caused by FTL travel would inevitably tear it apart. In addition, you would need an entire planet of element zero to produce the dark energy readings the ship was emanating; the readings had literally gone of the charts and overloaded the sensors.

The unknown vessel's profile didn't match the shape of any known ship either. Asari ships were typically smooth and graceful, with sleek lines and curves; Turian ships, like his own, often reminded people of birds, with their swept-back wings and aerodynamic ships; Salarian ships were designed to blend in with the background and be as unobtrusive as possible, stealth and espionage being the main focus of their designs. Every other race used these three basic designs, modifying them according to their culture, society, and needs. This ship however didn't match any of the profiles; instead, it resembled a giant wedge, with a long, gently sloping tower as its bridge or command center . There was no spinal-mounted mass accelerator cannon that was a standard-piece of all Citadel ships; in place of that, what appeared to be groups of batteries were mounted to the top and bottom of the vessel, with thousands of broadside cannons attached to the sides; finally, a large-bore cannon that glowed with a bright orange was nestled into a depression on top of the hull. Desolas shuddered to imagine the devastation the cannon could inflict if fired.

Swallowing, Desolas turned to his comm officer. "Open a channel to the Asari vessels. Tell them to fall behind our ships. And…", Desolas looked at the unknown monolithic vessel again. "Hail that ship."

Frustration and confusion grew on the comm officers face as she furiously poked and prodded at the holographic controls. "I can't reach anyone sir. Our comm systems are being jammed."

"Jammed?"asked Desolas. "But that could only mean.."

"..that that ship is about to attack."

Years of military training and experience kicked in at once. "Evasive maneuvers!" he yelled. "Keep trying to raise the Matriarch, tell her ships to fall back. All ships, open fire on that vessel! Raise kinetic barriers!"

"Too late sir!"

Space itself seem to warp around the alien vessel as beams of intense, bright-blue energy streaked out towards Desolas's ships. He could only watch in horror as the beams homed in on a nearby cruiser, passing through its kinetic barriers as if they were non-existent. The very atoms of the cruiser's hull were wrenched apart violently liberating immense amounts of energy, as explosions racked the ship; in less than a second, the entire cruiser simply disintegrated, exploding in a shower of radiation, high-energy particles, and droplets of molten metal."

Desolas stared in shock. "How many Turian lives were lost aboard that ship? How many soldiers never to return to their families and loved ones? How many lives snuffed out in that one second?"

He snapped out of his trance. Thinking like this was not going to help anyone. He had a duty to everyone else in the expedition, that of making sure that they got out alive. "All ships! Open fire!"

Deep thuds and cracks could be heard throughout the _Spirit's Will_, as the dreadnaught's main cannon fired at the enemy ship with the force equivalent to a small nuclear explosion. Around him, the other Turian ships did the same, firing a withering barrage of mass accelerated slugs that would have torn apart any other ship.

But to the alien ship, all their firepower amounted to nothing but a mild annoyance. The slugs did not bounce off or impact any tangible energy shield or kinetic barrier. Instead, as the mass accelerated rounds approached the ship, they passed through a sheet of nearly-invisible energy that neatly and efficiently disintegrated the rounds. Salvo after salvo from the Turian ships met the same fate over and over again, none of the rounds emerging intact from the barrier.

The ship fired again, but this time not at the Turians. Instead, an Asari science vessel behind them exploded in a great fireball, scattering liquid metal everywhere. Horrified, Desolas ordered his men to intensify their fire, hoping to simply overwhelm the strange energy shield; it was no use. The rounds met the same fate as the others, disintegrating before they even got close to the ship.

The enemy fire intensified and more and more ship were lost. A Turian frigate dashed off towards the vessel, hoping to deploy its deadly disruptor torpedoes. It was shot down by the thousands of pin-point defenses the alien ship boasted, exploding into flames and wreckage. An Asari science vessel, aiming to escape via the nearby Mass Relay, was viciously targeted and annihilated. A swarm of missiles detonated near another science vessel, deploying a glittering metallic cloud that proceed to latch onto the ship; soon afterwards, the hull dissolved into a fine mist of metal dust. The large cannon mounted on the alien vessel glowed an even brighter shade of orange, before a great flaming ball of atomic fire was unleashed, detonating right in the middle of the expedition.

Consoles exploded and the cries of wounded and dying Turians could be heard aboard the _Spirits Will_; corridors erupted into flames, as the intense heat of the nuclear detonation lit the air on fire, and flash-cooked anybody unlucky enough to be in the wrong place. Exposed wires and conduits tumbled out, sparks spewing out, shutting down critical systems as the electricity they depended on failed to arrive; crew members were sucked out into the unforgiving void of interstellar space; people trapped when the emergency bulkheads sealed were left to die a horrifying death by asphyxiation and depressurization. An entire wing of the the _Spirit_, unable to bear the stress any longer, sheared off, atmosphere and dead bodies trailing from it.

Picking himself up from the charred deck, Desolas looked wide-eyed at the ruins of the bridge. Dead Turian lay lifeless in puddles of blue blood, eyes blank and devoid of awareness, while the injured groaned loudly, clutching at their wounds and injuries. The windows were all cracked and chipped, threatening to blow out at any moment; white wisps of atmosphere could be seen slowly leaking out of them. Broken cables, wires, consoles, and bits of shrapnel littered the deck, illuminated only be the blood-red glow of the emergency lights.

Outside, Desolas could only see 4 ships still exhibiting signs of life, all of them severely damaged. The other ships had not been so lucky: most of them had been atomized by the nuclear fireball, while others simply erupted into flames, cooking their crews alive as the heat superheated the air and fuel inside them, causing them to erupt into firestorms.

"Prepare for a relay jump!" he croaked painfully. "We can't fight this...abomination. Helm, get us out of here."

What surviving crew members there were hurried to their stations, and coaxed the dying ship for one last journey. The remaining thrusters on the dreadnought feebly flickered, as they began to push the ship forward at an agonizingly slow rate. The few surviving expedition ships followed Desolas's example, and retreated back towards the relay.

* * *

><p><strong>3025 C.E<strong>

**Shanxi Relay**

**C.S.S Dreadnought **_**Retribution**_

**11 AU from Shanxi**

When the first alien ships had exited the Shanxi relay, Williams had almost laughed. He could not possibly believe that the Combine, an all-consuming force with unparalleled technology and military might, an empire capable of devouring entire universes, had decided to send a measly collection of ships (with the largest measuring a pitiful one kilometer), against them. Even for a scouting fleet, he had expected something larger and more heavily armoured; faced with the motley array of ships before him, he almost felt insulted.

"Confirmation sir." reported an officer. "All enemy ships are displaying signatures matching that of element zero and the mass relays. They're Combine all right."

"Open fire. Plato, activate the BIS."

A millenia of nanotechnology research and genetic engineering had introduced a revolutionary new system to the art of war: the Battlefield Integration System. Soldiers were no longer fragile, isolated units, reliant on heavier, more armoured machines for support. The BIS system changed all that: nanomachines within a soldier allowed them to fight faster and longer, offering accelerated healing, increased stamina and endurance, emotional control, faster reactions, and a greater awareness of their surroundings, as well as locking out weapons to unauthorized users; more importantly, it allowed them to exchange their thoughts, orders, commands, senses, and plans with other nearby soldiers through their nanomachines. Through the BIS system, units could function as one collective will, capable of acting with drastically increased efficiency and speed.

A great change swept through the 8000 souls aboard the _Retribution_, as vortigaunts, humans, and AI felt their minds to each other. Each crew member was now part of a greater force, part of the collective will of the _Retribution. _Engineering crews could feel every single drop of power being used throughout the _Retribution_, compensating the dark energy reactor to maintain maximum efficiency; every piece of equipment, from the lowliest molecular switch to the massive nuclear cannon, was detected, millions of tiny adjustments being made every second in order to ensure a smooth operation. Repair drones and nano-swarms were put on high alert, ready to be deployed at the slightest sign of damage. The crude photoreceptors and eyes of the tactical crews was replaced by the ship itself, hundreds of thousands of tiny sensors becoming their senses and instruments. Targeting data was disseminated quickly and quietly, while the super-computing minds of the AI's worked alongside the adaptable brains of organics to calculate the best firing solutions; status reports about the _Retributions_ myriad array of armaments were received in an instant, while electronic warfare suites were pushed to their full capacity, bolstered by the parallel computing capabilities of the linked firing crew. Operations crews worked feverishly to map out the battlefield, quickly sorting and categorizing the incoming data from LIDAR readings, RADAR mappings, electromagnetic and dark energy scans, thermal imaging devices, gravitonic detectors and tachyonic penetrators.

And the bridge crew stood on the very top, sorting out all the incoming reports and distributing to where it needed to go. Orders and commands were sent quickly to where they were needed at incomprehensible speeds, augmented by the BIS system in Achilles and Williams, and managed by the complicated runtimes of Plato.

A tiny flare of energy was detected by Williams, raw data from the ship's instruments being passed on to him directly from Operations. {What was that?} he asked Plato over the link.

{The Combine is returning fire with what appears to be kinetic energy rounds.} Plato replied, with a hint of amusement buried in his voice. {None of their shots are hitting us though; engineering's doing a fine job with our disrupter shields. They've only dropped by about a percent.}

{Kinetic weapons?} Williams asked. {That kind of weaponry has been outdated since the founding of the Coalition.}

{Hmph.} Plato snorted. {You would think that if the Combine were trying to mount a serious attack, they'd send something a little less...primitive. It also appears that they have no disruption shields or warp fields. Rather, they have a crude kinetic barrier that, as the name implies, only stop kinetic attacks; they have no impact on directed energy weapons or dark energy weapons.}

{Most likely, this force is composed out of the Combine's...less advanced thrall races. The Combine often use them as expendable shock troopers, with no need to be armed with the Combine's more advanced weaponry.} Achilles interjected.

The battle outside was suddenly lit up a blinding flash of light, as a nuclear fireball detonated right in the midst of the enemy formation. Several ships caught in the blast were vaporized immediately; other were lit aflame; while 4 ships that had been lucky enough to be at the edge of the blast shook violently, entire chunks of hull shearing off.

{This one see's that the nuclear cannon has been used.} commented Achilles. {A most effective weapon against our enemy.}

{Yes,} Plato reported idly, {it appears that their shields also have no effect against heat or radiation.}

The 4 surviving enemy ships suddenly turned around, thrusters propelling them towards the Shanxi relay at a snail's pace.

{Intensify fire.} Williams ordered. {Don't let them escape.}

2 more enemy ships were destroyed by dark energy beams. Another was dissolved after being struck by a nanite missile. The last one, the largest ship that had arrived, was about to be hit, when a wisp of energy flew from the relay, ensnared it, and flung it away into the void of interstellar space, weapons fire trailing after it.

The BIS system disengaged, and the collective will of every single crewmember broke apart, as individuality returned. Williams rubbed his face with his arms, as he stared directly at the relay.

"Get that relay disassembled on the double." he ordered quietly. "Send another message to Sol. Tell them that the Combine are back and they know where we are."

He exhaled heavily, with a sense of finality.

"And tell them to prepare for war."

* * *

><p>Codex<p>

Coalition Assembly: Formed in the year 2052, the Coalition Assembly is representative democracy that is the sole government of Earth and her colonies. An evolution of the original Lambda Resistance, the Coalition was formed to better protect Earth from any future threats, as well as to better represent the Vortigaunt population, and later, AI's. Though originally based in New York city, the Coalition has since moved their capital and parliament to the Dyson Sphere being constructed around Sol.

The Coalition government is headed by the Parliament, a council consisting of 101 elected Members of Parliament, a MP for each system. The Parliament is mainly responsible for matters regarding the entire Coalition government, while System and Planetary ministers deal with matters concerning local star systems and planets respectively.

Vortigaunts: The Vortigaunts are a sapient species hailing from another universe. Originally possessing a powerful interstellar empire, the Vortigaunts were soon enslaved when the Combine arrived in their universe. A band of survivors fled to the border-world of Xen, where they too were enslaved by the Nihilanth, the last surviving member of a race that had also been assimilated by the Combine. Enslaved for 100,000 years, the Vortigaunts descended from this band of refugees were finally set free when Gordon Freeman killed the Nihilanth. Later, they aided the Lambda resistance in the overthrowing of the Combine occupation of Earth. Having adopted Earth as their homeworld, the Vortigaunts are an equal member of the Coalition.

AI: The first AI created, GLaDOS (Genetic Life and Disk Operating System), was created by Aperture Science employees during the late 1990's, as an attempt for Aperture's CEO Cave Johnson to escape death (from moon-rock poisoning). Though GLaDOS was initially insane and homicidal, the re-emergence of her other 'personality', Caroline, has since caused her to settle down into a slightly-more benign state. AI's played a major role in the reconstruction of Earth, and for their invaluable assistance, were invited to join the Coalition; since then, AI's have played a great role in Coalition politics and decision within the Parliament.

The Combine: The Combine, also known as the Universal Union, is an inter-dimensional empire spanning hundreds of different universes that has assimilated and enslave trillions of different species. Though not much is known about the Combine, it is known that they are headed by a race of extremely power telepathic/telekinetic aliens called the Shu'ulathoi (or Advisors), and boast an unbeaten understanding of dark energy and its applications. Even today, Coalition scientists have yet to understand all the principles underlying Combine scientific theory.

Coalition Navy: Thanks to Combine technology, nano-forges, and research from Aperture Science, the Coalition is able to produce massive and powerful ships at a relatively efficient rate. Armed with an unobtainium hull and dark energy weapons, the Coalition navy is a powerful force to behold. However, most Coalition ships are not put on offensive duties, but are rather delegated to defensive duties, guarding the Coalition's worlds in heavy numbers.

Unobtainium: Unobtainium is a metal that was commonly used by the Combine for their military and buildings. Unobtainium displays properties that are not native to this universe, and thus can only be produced by using femto-manipulators, infinitesimally small devices that can manipulate the properties of atoms and imbue them with unnatural characteristics. Unobtainium is renowned for being incredibly dense and having a high tensile strength, yet is incredibly light- weight; also, the atoms composing unobtainium are bound extremely tightly, resulting in a unparalleled high-melting point and atomic strength; this makes directed-energy-weapons and dark-energy weapons less effective against it. However, even in the post-scarcity state the Coalition has evolved to, the production of unobtainium is still costly; entire stars systems are converted into giant factories, with the sole intention of producing unobtainium, and only ships classified as dreadnoughts are higher are outfitted with unobtainium armor.

**A/N: Reviews and constructed criticism will be rewarded with cake. Which is not a lie. **


	3. Unforeseen Consequences

**A/N: I am overjoyed at the positive support this fic has been getting. Thanks for all the support guys!**

** Hornet07: I think you're right, I did underestimate the number of crew. Thanks for the tip. **

** pking10: They're less worried about the main Combine Empire, then about any Combine forces that spread through the rest of the galaxy during the initial occupation. They've become even more paranoid about this after the discovery of the relays, devices that utilize Combine materials and technology.  
><strong>

** guest: Regarding curbstomps: no, this will not be a typical "human curbstomp against the Citadel." Every race, no matter how powerful they are, have a weakness that a crafty opponent can exploit; just give it a bit of time to play out. **

**I've noticed that some people have voiced their objections about the Codex. The Codex is there to explain any concepts, technology, or other bits of information that can't be explained during the story, either because it would disrupt the flow of the story, or it just wouldn't fit.  
><strong>

**This chapter is a little bit short, but don't worry, the action will pick up soon. **

* * *

><p><strong>3025 C.E<strong>

**Sol System**

**Dyson Sphere**

**Coalition Assembly Parliament **

Without a doubt, the most daunting and difficult engineering task the the Coalition had ever taken was that of the construction of the dyson sphere surrounding Sol. Once complete, a solid sphere of unobtainium stretching just past the orbit of the Earth would insheathe most of the inner solar system, providing plenty of room for habitation space and industrial facilities on its inner surface; additionally, the outer surface of the sphere would serve as a massive system-wide defense platform, with millions if not billions of defense emplacements to be planted onto the surface.

To facilitate such an immense construction project, Sol itself had been utilized as a source of raw materials. Massive manufacturing stations orbiting close to the sun siphoned off burning-hot stellar matter, where it was delivered to the nano-forges and femto-manipulators within. The carbon, silicon, iron, and magnesium contained within would be filtered out from the hydrogen and helium, where they would then be refined and converted by the nano-forges into star-ship components, computer parts, body armour, weapons, and a plethora of other materials; the hydrogen and helium would be refined and stored as fuel for fusion reactors, or delivered to the femto-manipulators, where femtomachines smaller than subatomic particles would manipulate the very properties the atoms possessed, turning them into precious unobtainium. Teleports would then deliver the processed materials to where they were needed: unobtainium and fullerene-composed materials to the shipyards, foundries, factories, or dyson sphere construction sites, hardware and other goods teleported to distribution centers or export hubs. As more and more matter was drained, the lifespan of the sun was extended; consequently, light and heat output had diminished considerably. To compensate, large orbital mirrors had been placed in geostationary orbit around the Earth, to provide it with the additional warmth and light the sun had one provided; perhaps one day, when the sphere had finally been completed, the Earth too would be dismantled, its soil, water, flora and fauna spread across the inner-surface, serving as natural habitation space for future generations.

After a millenia of non-stop construction, the dyson sphere was now a quarter completed. A shell of unobtainium, so large that it could now be seen anywhere from the solar system, now orbited the sun just beyond the Earth; from its very center, a needle-thin tower spanning 40 km high jutted out, reaching towards the sun; at its peak stood a large circular chamber, with long crystal-clear reinforced glass windows providing a breath-taking view of the solar system. This chamber was the Parliament of the Coalition Assembly.

Inside, the 101 humans, vortigaunts, and AI's that made up the Coalition Parliament were all convened for an emergency session of Parliament. They were all seated around a round table, with an impressive high-definition holographic display hanging in the center, displaying a beautiful, swirling image of the galaxy.

The tension within the room was thick, as if it were oozing out of the politicians like a thick goo. The recent incident over the Shanxi Relay had sent the entire Coalition on high-alert; a state of DEFCON 1 had been issued for the first time in Coalition history. Entire fleets were being recalled to protect the colonies, with sectors being locked down and travel between worlds prohibited. The teleport network that linked the Coalition together was shut off from civilian usage, relegated only to military personnel; construction of the dyson sphere had been slowed down, the raw materials instead being diverted to shipyards and foundries.

In the middle of the room, there stood the military council of the Coalition Assembly, with General Andrew Lee, commander in chief of the entire Coalition military, as their spokesperson.

One by one, the politicians switched of their tablets and turned their attention to Williams. "General Lee." said the representative of the Koltan system. "What is the current status of our military?"

"All our fleets have been pulled back to our colonies for defense. Scouting and escort operations have been suspended, and all active and reserve ships have been locked into defensive positions. Orbital defenses have been elevated to red alert, and scouting probes have been dispatched to systems opposite Shanxi. Currently, several dreadnought and carrier squadrons have been ordered to defend Shanxi until the planetary defenses have been established. All Leviathans have been ordered back to Sol. Thankfully, the Shanxi relay was successfully dismantled, even with the damage caused by the unexpected jump. " Lee reported

"And what have the scout probes discovered so far?" another Minister asked.

"This." replied Lee, gesturing at the holographic display. The picture of the galaxy zoomed in closer, and closer, and closer, before it stopped at a picture of Coalition space. Several star systems a few light years away had been highlighted in red, while the Coalition border had been drawn in dark blue.

"Our probes have revealed the presence of several Combine controlled systems, just outside our border." explained Lee, pointing at the star systems coloured red. "Initial scans indicated that these worlds are industrial manufacturing centers, shipyards, or military bases. All of them have a heavy military presence within them."

The picture zoomed in, until a planet covered with factories, shipyards, and space-stations came into view, with various sensor readings and figures displayed besides it.

"While no unobtainium or dark energy reactors were detected, we believe that this world is managed not directly managed by the Advisors, which explains the lack of Citadels." Lee went on. "Captain Williams and Commander Achilles have stated their opinion that the fleet they encountered belonged to a thrall race of theirs, a race enslaved by the Combine during their time here from the occupation, and adapted to serve as expendable shock troopers. Based on their ship design and how the Shanxi incident unfolded, I am forced to agree with them."

"And how so?"

"Primarily, their ships were emanating dark energy signatures matching those of the mass relays, known pieces of Combine technology. I find it very unlikely that another race could develop mass relay technology independently, without Combine intervention." Lee explained. "Two, their ships are designed to maximize firing speed, not power or durability. During the battle, the enemy ships were firing at a rate of one projectile every two seconds, far outstripping the rate of our dark energy and nuclear cannons. Their weapons were not overly powerful, and their shields and armour were laughable; it seems that these ships were meant to overwhelm opponents with sheer number and ferocity, which matches Captain Williams hypothesis of them being expendable shock troopers."

"But then, why send only 30 ships to attack us?"

"They were probably only a scouting force or advanced party." explained Lee, shrugging.

"And what would our next course of action be?" asked another minister. "Surely we cannot leave these worlds intact and operational, so close to our borders?"

Lee nodded. "The minister is correct. As powerful and durable as our ships and defenses are, we cannot risk a Combine attack overwhelming us through numerical superiority and firing speed. These worlds must be neutralized as soon as possible. That is why I am asking for the Parliament's approval for the withdrawal of some of our defensive forces for an offensive attack."

"If we approve this, then we'll leave our worlds defenseless." someone objected.

"The military council is only asking for 4 squadrons of dreadnoughts and a squadron of carriers." Lee replied smoothly. "Another other ships we request will be excess cruisers, frigates, and corvettes. Besides, the Coalition's military buildup for the last millennia has ensured that our worlds are more than adequately defended, even if we did withdraw some dreadnoughts. We are not asking for our Leviathans or anything like that."

"Thank you General. Once the Parliament has reached a decision, we'll contact you later."

The military council bowed before the politicians, before leaving the room.

Later that day, Lee received message on his private communicator.

"Proposal approved. Requested ships will be transferred to your personal command. You may begin offensive action at any time."

Lee smiled, a predatory grin stretching over his face.

* * *

><p><strong>3025 C.E<strong>

**Serpent Nebula**

**Widow System**

**Citadel**

**Citadel Tower**

**1 Week after First Contact**

The councillors of the Citadel Council, the three most powerful people in the known galaxy, where starring wide-mouthed at a video display showing the battle between the Citadel's exploration fleet and an unknown alien ship.

Well, it wasn't exactly a battle. It was more like a massacre.

A towering monstrosity, approximately 15 km in length faced off against a flotilla of 30 of the Citadel races best ships. Bright blue beams streaked from the ship, tearing apart the Turian and Asari ships in an instant, kinetic barriers having no effect against them; a swarm of missiles detonated besides a Turian cruiser, its hull turning into dust seconds later; pin-point energy turrets shot down incoming frigates at an unnatural speed. Mass accelerator rounds from the Turian vessels flew towards the ship, but didn't impact against any shield; instead, they passed through a barely visible shimmering field, and were disintegrated. Even Desolas's dreadnought, the _Spirit's Will_, one of the technologically advanced ships in the Turian military, had no discernable effect against the alien vessel.

Then at the climax of battle, a ball of atomic fury flew out from the unknown ship, detonating in the middle of the remaining citadel ships. Unlucky ships were instantly atomized, while others ignited into raging infernos, boiling their unlucky crews; parts of the _Spirit's Will _sheared off, and it was only by sheer luck that the dreadnought escaped the withering fire coming from the alien vessel and jumped through the mass relay.

And the played again. And again. And again.

It had only been 2 days since General Desolas's ship limped back to the nearest Turian planet, heavily damaged and barely functional; he was all that remained of the expedition fleet. Desolas had been immediately summoned to the Citadel for a private session with the Councill, where he had given them the video. Desolas stood uneasily before the three councillors, still numb about the entire attack.

The Salarian Councillor, Valern, was the first to break the silence. "Rewind the video to 8 minutes and 46 seconds. Something interesting. Pause there"

The video feed was rewinded to the appropriate time, showing a brief image of the mass relay. Except this time, the Councillors could see that something was very wrong the relay.

Entire sections of the relay had been torn off, while the parts of the element zero containment rings floated nearby. The core itself was not a bright whitish-blue colour as it should be, but a sickly-pale colour, while a zoomed in image of the relay revealed several large probes attached to it. The internal system of the relay had been exposed, and as the video resumed in slow motion, unstable bolts of energy lept from them, while a glittering silver swarm flew out of the probes, eating away at the relay's hull. It looked like the entire relay was on the verge of collapse.

Sparatus, the Turian Councillor, was the first to respond. "These people were tampering with a mass relay! They have to be stopped!"

Tevos, the Asari Councillor, looked at Sparatus incredulously. "SPARATUS ARE YOU INSANE! You saw the capabilities of that ships. There is no way the Citadel races can fight against a race that can produce vessels that size, not when they have technology beyond our comprehension! If they can modify a relay to the magnitude, I fear that their technology far outstrips ours."

Valern nodded in agreement. "Tevos is correct. Current military capabilities insufficient to match against this aggressor. Judging from capabilities of this single ship, unknown race possess unparalleled knowledge with element zero. STG has reviewed data General Desolas has given us, very troubling information revealed."

"Like what?" Sparatus inquired.

"Dark energy readings from ship beyond known limits of mass effect technology." Valern reported. "Beam weapons are not directed energy weapons; rather, they are exotic matter or dark energy weaponry. Missiles are filled with what appear to be nanite swarms, capable of dissolving any ship. Hull is composed of substance unknown to modern science and appears to violate laws of physics. Crew of the ship is reacting at unnatural speeds, and shield technology is decades, perhaps centuries ahead of our own. Not to mention ship size; such a ship should not be possible to begin with. That is just to name a few."

"A material that violates the laws of physics? Dark energy weapons?" Tevos asked, half-amazed, half-in fear. "How..what?"

"STG is unsure at the moment, but substance appears to possess an atomic strength and density unparalleled by any other element or alloy, yet still maintains an extremely low mass. Such an element is in violation of multiple laws of physics, and simply should not exist. As for dark energy weapons, the weapons seem to be firing concentrated beams of exotic matter, with a force capable of neutralizing strong nuclear force, thus causing atoms to fall apart."

General Desolas coughed nervously, shifting uneasily on his feet. "If I may councillors, do you think that these aliens...are the Protheans?"

The councillors fell silent. Desolas continued on. "They obviously have an enormous understanding of element zero and dark energy, and it appears that they possess the knowledge to deactivate a relay, and tamper with it safely, and as we all know, only the Protheans had that kind of technology or understanding."

"But then why would they attack us?" Tevos asked. "From all the data we have about the Protheans, they were a highly benevolent race, concerned about the well-being of lesser species. Why attack us without provocation? "

"Now is not the time for questions." Sparatus declared confidently. "If this new race really are the Protheans, and they truly are attempting to attack us, then are first priority is defense. I suggest that we call up our military reserves, to reinforce the Citadel and the region near Relay 314. Additionally, I also propose sending STG stealth units to the region beyond 314, to gain intelligence or information. "

Tevos sighed, staring out at the purple and pink clouds of the Serpent Nebula. Normally, the sight would have soothed her, but today, it merely filled her with dread. She could almost imagine an alien fleet, with unimaginable power and filled with malice, lurking behind the nebula, waiting for the perfect moment to strike and annihilate them. The thought sent shivers down her spine, cold sweat breaking out on her back.

"I second Sparatus's proposal." Valern piped up. "On behalf of the Salarian Union, I promise the full cooperation of the Salarian Armed Forces, and all STG units.

"And on behalf of the Asari Republics and the Asari Matriarchs, I promise our full support and cooperation as well." Tevos intoned.

"Excellent." Sparatus said. "We can issue the mobilization orders immediately. In the meanwhile…"

He was interrupted by a sudden chime, indicating the arrival of a Turian aide. The aide walked up to the Council Podium with a grave expression, fear and panic in his eyes.

"Councillors." he reported lifelessly. "We've just lost contact with Aephus. Before they went dark, they issued a Level 9 distress signal, and reported that they were under attack by an unknown force."

"Aephus?" Sparatus quizzically asked. "But that's a military shipyard, near…"

"Relay 314." he finished in a deathly tone.

At this, Tevos fainted.

* * *

><p><strong>Reviews are appreciated, and will contribute greatly to the progress of science. <strong>


	4. Apprehension

**3025 C.E**

**Coalition Task Force Omega**

**CSS Annihilator**

**Enroute to Aephus **

When a ship engaged its fold-drive, encapsulating itself in a bubble of space-time that contracted and thrashed around, propelling the ship at speeds exceeding the speed of light, the only thing that could be seen was...nothing.

The vid-screen displayed nothing but an endless expanse of utter darkness, pitch-black and devoid of any features. There was no streaking stars, or hazy blue glow as shown in the ancient science fiction films; there was only the dark. Much like how sound could never catch up to a supersonic aircraft, when traveling at 40,000 times the speed of light, there was simply no way that light from an object could reach a ship.

Fortunately, the laws of physics still behaved normally within the space-time bubble, and thus, a dim glow came out from the many lights dotting the _Annihilator's_ hull, making sure that not all of the ship was consumed in unyielding darkness. It was on these lights that Commodore Ulysses focused on; the view of lights within darkness soothed him, reminding him that even in the darkest hours, hope and couraged still burned away like a bright flame. In the darkest hours of the Combine invasion of the Vortigaunt homeworld and the occupation of Earth, it was the actions of a few brave individuals that brought hope to the survivors. And now, those flames of hope that the resistors had ignited had grew into a raging inferno, hell-fire ready to devour the Combine.

Ulysses was one of the few Vortigaunt naval officers within the Coalition Navy. It wasn't because of any prejudice or xenophobia on part of the Coalition that prevented more Vortigaunts from joining; rather, it was because that only a few vortigaunts had any inclination towards joining navy. Most vortigaunts, with their skills at high-energy physics and science, were employed by applied science and research companies, primarily the government funded Aperture Science; others were enlisted within the Coalition's ground army and intelligence corps, invaluable as support units and indispensable as infiltrators with their mental connection to the rest of the vortigaunt race. The notion of commanding starships simply didn't appeal to them.

But to Ulysses, there was nothing more romantic or noble than to be in command of an imposing warship, sailing through the empty vacuum of interstellar space, seeing worlds and stars that living eyes had never laid upon; indeed, it was his greatest desire to simply commandeer a ship and set out into uncharted space, never returning to the Coalition. Unfortunately, Coalition exploration policy was very clear regarding manned exploration of uncharted space: it was strictly forbidden and punishable by life-long imprisonment. Most exploration was conducted by automated nanoprobes, that relayed their data back to the nearest comm station. A rather unfortunate obstacle in Ulysse's dream.

Come to think of it, all Coalition citizens had a rather limited number of career paths; namely applied sciences and engineering, the military, politics and law, and medicine. The arts were practically non-existent, deemed by the central government as "non-productive during times of war or crises"; the last major pieces of art were the few that had survived the Combine occupation of Earth over 1000 years ago. With the discovery of the Prothean archives and the mass relays, the Coalition government had declared a perpetual state of war until it could be confirmed that the Combine threat was over; its entire population had been devoted into creating more destructive and efficient weapons of war.

And the government! The government controlled all the vital industries necessary to any space-faring civilization; transportation, food, mining, energy, industrial processes, research and development, the teleportation bureau, all were under the strict control of the government. The few private companies that existed only had control over non-important business, namely entertainment and private vehicles. In short, the government had absolute control over the Coalition; the government had stated before that this was to prevent the faults of the capitalist societies of old, and to focus the Coalition's industry towards that of war and defense, but Ulysses had his misgivings. Even though the government had been kept in check by various laws, safeguards, and the general population, Ulysses still believed that the possibility of corruption within the government was too high.

Ulysses wasn't the only one who had misgivings about the government. Insurrectionists and rebellions had plagued the Coalition ever since its foundation, wanting a more libertarian policy and a return to the old ways, attacking outposts and automated shipyards and manufacturing centers from hidden bases ; more and more resources had to be diverted away to combat them. Ulysses himself had been a veteran of more than 20 combat operations against the insurrectionists.

His musings were interrupted by the ship's navigation AI, reporting that the fleet would reach their destination in less than 5 minutes, and that the maintenance of the FTL converters had been completed. While highly efficient and durable as it was, the fold-drive was not without its flaws. When travelling for long periods of time or at incredibly high velocities, a collection of high-energy particles and lethal doses of radiation would collect at the front of the space-time "bubble" the fold-drive created; if not dispersed immediately, any object s in front of a ship that was reverting back to real-space would be instantly annihilated in a shower of tachyonic particles, or the buildup would be so great, that the bubble would collapse, and the ship would be atomized. Because of this, all FTL-capable ships were equipped with FTL converters, devices that would convert the buildup of energy and particles into useful energy, storing them into large energy sinks aboard the ship; this greatly helped extend the range and velocity of FTL ships. The _Annihilator's_ FTL converters had been malfunctioning since the beginning of the transit, increasing the risk of a catastrophic failure, or at worst, complete annihilation of a star system.

Their objective was simple. Eliminate all enemy fleets and orbital defenses, deploy their arks, before moving on to the next star system, with the goal of neutralizing all combine-held factory worlds, and if possible, locating their main base of operations. If the element of speed and surprise was to be kept, the fleet could not provide any orbital support to their ground troops; they would have to move on immediately, leaving their ground and air units to fend for themselves, which would mean that there would be no orbital support. Ulysses had been in favour of simply bombarding the planets until their crusts were molten rock and metal, but the military council had opted for a surface invasion, in the hopes of capturing manufacturing facilities and Combine technology.

The navigation AI once again appeared before him, reminding him that the fleet would revert back into real space in less than 2 minutes.

Ulysses snapped to attention. "Charge all weapon batteries, and have FleetCom on standby." he ordered "Activate all defensive measures. Prepare to engage, and shield our PAC and Carriers."

The warp bubbles surrounding the ship's of the fleet dropped down, allowing light from a distant star to reach the ships. Using his nano-augmented awareness, Ulysses was instantly able to discern the features of a blue green planet illuminated by the starlight, parts of it's skies and surfaces choked with fire and smoke from factories.

Ulysses frowned. Combine factories had been remarkably clean and efficient, as demonstrated during the occupation of Earth and the invasion of the Vortigaunt's home universe; instead, while the sky and surface had been clear of smog and smoke, great chunks of land had been ripped out to feed the factories, while oceans had been drained by super-portals. Additionally, nano forges and femto-manipulators produced virtually no waste products, and certainly not the pollution that had plagued the factories of old. The planet in front of him bore more resemblance to a world stuck in the age of mechanical processing, reliant on extreme heat and pressures to fuse and forge metals. The planet below them did not bear any resemblance to a Combine factory world.

In less than a millisecond, his attention had been diverted to that of a defense fleet, locked in geosynchronous orbit above the planet, their bows pointing towards a mass relay in the distant. Once again, Ulysses frowned mentally; he had heard of Captain William's report that his encounter with the Combine had been with ships no longer than a kilometer, but he had always assumed that that was a recon force. The planetary defense fleet in front of him consisted of no more than 20 800-meter ships, accompanied by 38 200-meter long frigates. To put such a small amount ships as a defensive fleet for a factory-world off all things, with not even a single dreadnought to reinforce them was unlike the Combine.

But Ulysses had his orders, and attempting to disobey those orders would result in a charge of high treason or execution. Even so, he had an inkling feeling that this attack would be a very very bad mistake.

He didn't have much time to think anymore, as the Coalition fleet sprung into action, executing a well-known tactic: the blitzkrieg. Well not precisely the same as the tactic used by ancient Germany during the Second World War, the modern blitzkrieg was still devastating, used thousands of times by the Coalition military.

In the bowels of the nuclear cannons mounted onto every dreadnought and artillery ship, chunks of frozen deuterium were suddenly struck by hundreds of high-powered lasers, creating a nuclear fusion detonation. The explosion was then frozen and confined by tesla-field strength magnetic fields, accelerated down a barrel, before being propelled by into empty space. As the magnetic bottle began to weaken, the nuclear fire within expanded, before at last the bottle fell apart, and the nuclear explosion blossomed into a fireball of destruction, vaporizing at least 20 ships.

Then from the center of the fleet, a black swarm emerged. Thousands of AI controlled fighters and hundreds of manned-interceptors took off from their carriers, bright exhaust trails flowing from their plasma thrusters, illuminated by the blue glow of dark energy weaponry, as the cruisers and dreadnoughts opened fire with their main batteries; following them were packs upon packs of missiles, loaded with voracious nano-swarms, terror-drones, plasma warheads, warp bombs, and cluster missiles. Meanwhile, wolfpacks of frigates darted in and out, using their speed and agility to avoid harm while firing torpedoes and dark energy beams.

The Combine ships reacted with surprising speed, turning to point their bows towards the Coalition fleet. Bright flashes of light punctuated the darkness, as kinetic rounds travelling at 2% the speed of light sped towards the Coalition ships every 2 seconds, disintegrating against disrupter shields. However, as the Combine ships began to focus their fire on specific ships, Ulysses began to receive reports of shield failures, hull breaches, or even total ship destruction. In a nanosecond, Ulysses had sent out an order, telling his more vulnerable ships to fall behind the dreadnoughts and allow the dreadnoughts to shield them.

However, before the Combine ships could inflict more damage, the first salvos of fire from the Coalition ships impacted against the Combien vessels, easily bypassing their kinetic barriers before dissolving their hulls. Following closely behind were missiles and fighters, which proceeded to mob the enemy ships in large clouds, picking away at their defenses. It was really a vicious cycle, for there was no way the Combine could focus on two threats at once: either the Combine ships had to divert their attention to the fighters swarming them, or focus on the capital ships bombarding them and risk being picked apart by the fighters. Ship after ship quickly succumbed to the intensity of the attack.

Ulysses casually selected several Combine ships, ordering his fighters to merely disable them. Promptly, bombers swooped down upon them, deploying shield-piercing missiles; the missiles, using their limited teleportation capabilities, quickly scanned their surrounding area before teleporting behind the Combine's kinetic barriers, before quickly accelerating and ramming into their hulls. The missiles opened to reveal their payload of nano-swarms and terror drones, that immediately spread out across the ships. Screams of pain and agony could be heard aboard the Combine vessels, as the nano-swarms rapidly devoured any organic tissue aboard, while terror drones hacked into computer systems, shutting down life support, opening air locks, venting oxygen, and mercilessly butchering opponents with their plasma cutters and saws. Once the crew were dead, the drones deactivated, allowing easy recovery of the disabled Combine vessels.

The engagement was over within minutes. Even though several more Coalition ships had succumbed to concentrated kinetic fire, the Combine ships had been unable to withstand the massive barrage of fire that came their way, and was utterly decimated. While recovery drones moved in to recover the disabled Combine, the rest of the fleet turned towards the orbital defense platforms surrounding the planet; they were promptly destroyed by combined fire. Overall, Ulysses was quite pleased with the battle; the only casualties had been several light frigates and a cruiser, along with a small amount of fighters. Not bad at all for an engagement against the Combine.

The Coalition fleet glided through the wreckage of the battlefield, parking themselves in a geostationary orbit above one of the planet's oceans. In the middle of the fleet, large, torus shaped ships-planetary assault carriers moved into position, their teleports roaring to life. Down below on the planet's ocean, there was a bright flash of light, as several hexagonal-shaped objects with round protrusions appeared just above the ocean's surface, before settling down gently on the water. They sat there like that for a moment, before slowly descending below the water.

High above in space, the Coalition fleet was seen streaking away towards the stars, as they moved onto the next world.

* * *

><p><strong>3025 C.E<strong>

**Planet Aephus**

**Turian Planetary Defense Command**

"Nothing?"

The aid shook his head. "Absolutely nothing. They annihilated our defense fleet, smashed through our orbital defenses, and then left. No dropships, no transports, no surface invasion. They just left."

Commander Victus looked at his aid, his mandibles spread out in confusion. "Are you absolutely sure?"

"Positive sir. Scans show nothing in orbit or within the atmosphere. They simply left."

"But why?" Victus asked. "Our defenses were shattered; they held orbital supremacy. The logical step would be to attempt an invasion of our surface."

"I don't know." the aid replied. "But just to be prepared, I have ordered all our forces on high alert, and evacuated all civilians to designated safe zones."

"Including that archaeological team?"

"Including them as well."

"Can we send a message back to Palaven?" Victus inquired hopefully. "Ask for more reinforcements."

"No sir." the aid replied negatively. "Before leaving, our attackers jammed our communications; we were lucky enough to send of that distress signal. We could send a courier drone through the relay, but it might take days to reach Palaven."

"Do that then." he ordered. "As soon as possible."

Victus eased back into his chair, weary and exhausted. "Who attacked us?" he asked. "They didn't use the relay to arrive, they didn't use kinetic barriers or mass accelerators, their initial assault force possessed more dreadnoughts than all of the Turian navy, and we only managed to take down some of their lighter frigates and cruisers. So tell me, who attacked us."

"I don't know sir. But we should be thankful that they left, rather than pursuing their attack."

At that precise moment, a comm officer burst into Victus's command center. "Commander, 3 of our military-industrial complexes are reporting that they are under attack. They are suffering heavy casualties and are requesting reinforcements."

Victus's jaw dropped. "What!" he exclaimed, running towards the tactical displays. "But scans aren't picking up any unknown air or orbital signatures! How is this possible! Explain you fool!"

"Sir, they aren't attacking from the air or from orbit. They're attacking from the sea."

Victus's stared at the officer for a good solid minute before sinking back into his chair.

"Well, fuck."

* * *

><p><strong>AN: Well things are heating up here, and now the Coalition fleet is advancing deeper into Turian territory. This can't be good can it?**

**Reviews would be greatly appreciated and will be awarded with your very own Aperture Science Handheld Portal Device. **


	5. We've Got Hostiles

**A/N: Sorry about the long wait, and the chapter that was posted last time. I hope this one is better, though if anybody can give me a few tips on writing combat scenes,, or find any inconsistencies or typos, could you please PM me? Thanks.**

**All reviews will be rewarded by...our benefactors. **

* * *

><p><strong>3025 C.E<strong>

**Planet Aephus**

**Outskirts of Industrial Facility 5**

The sharp cacophony of gunfire filled the night air, intermingled with the deep bass thudding of alien weaponry. Aircraft screeched over the darkened ground, engaged in a battle of life and death in the air, while smoke and debris clouded the air, fires burning from bodies and industrial chemicals illuminating the desolate landscape, revealing the wreckage of buildings along with the still bodies of dead beings. Beleaguered Turian soldiers, trapped between advancing enemy formations, desperately holding out against the encroaching tide alien soldiers, their screams, cries, and shouts drowned out by the stomping of gargantuan war machines. Alien troops, clad in jet-black armour, advanced steadily amongst the tide of guns fire, illuminated only by the dim red glow of scattered chemical flares.

A group of Turians, their weapons overheating rapidly from their prolonged periods of sustained fire, began to move back steadily, covering each other as weapons fire streaked by them, missing by centimeters. "Fall back!" one shouted above the din and chaos. "We're cut off!"

"Belay that order!" screamed Saren Arterius, the youngest specter in history, veteran of hundreds of combat operations across the Skyllian Verge. "Hold your ground!"

The Turian didn't have time to reply as a series of pulse rounds thudded into his body, tearing him apart, before a green bolt of plasma came streaking from the distance, vaporising his chest. He fell to the ground dead, body parts rolling across the debris-strewn terrain. Nearby, what appeared to be a flying orb smacked into another soldier dead center, the Turian and several of his comrades disintegrating before his very eyes.

"INCOMING GUNSHIPS AND MORTARS!" another Turian spat out, ducking wildly as stray shots narrowly missed his head. "EVERYONE GET DOWN!"

Like some heavenly bolt of lightning tasked with annihilating anything in its path, streaks of bright blue ethereal energy came smashing into the Turian formation. Unlucky Turians, caught within the blast radius of the strange mortar rounds floated up in defiance of gravity, before their bodies turned black and crumpled into nothingness. Above the unrelenting barrage of mortars, a high pitch whining noise could be heard, and Saren's vision was temporarily blinded, as two gunships swooped down upon the encircled Turians, anti-gravity pods mounted on their wings kicking up dust and debris. Picking out the disorientated Turians, the gunships opened fire.

Thankfully, the industrial jungle that Saren and his soldiers were currently trapped in provided plenty of cover; steel pipes, concrete walls and pillars, piles of rubbles and trenches provided plenty of space to hide. The stability and strength of them was another matter though.

While the industrial structures that the Turians were using as cover had been strong enough to the fire power of the enemy infantry and barely weather their heavy energy weapons, they were no match for the heavy duty weapons mounted on the gunships. Pulses of blue energy and volleys of rockets ground whatever cover there was into dust and small chunks of debris.

"Move move move!" he yelled, sprinting from cover to cover, doing his best to avoid the lethal barrage of death homing down on him. "Move the rockets up, get those gunships down!".

Amidst the chaos and panic surrounding them, four Turians moved into position, nestling their ML-77 missile launchers on their shoulders. Taking careful aim, the Turians locked on to the hovering gunships, and let loose 4 glowing missiles that streaked towards the night sky. The ML-77 missile launcher was the most advanced piece of missile weaponry fielded by the Turian army; of particular notice was its cryogenically cooled infrared tracking systems and dedicated tracking VI systems that ensured that no target would be able to evade its missiles.

But to Saren's surprise and growing sense of horror, the alien gunships didn't even bother moving or deploying countermeasures; instead, automated turrets mounted on their hulls swiveled around and let loose a burst of laser fire that instantly vaporized the incoming missiles. Before another round of missiles could be fired, the gunships locked onto the Turians and reduced them into a pile of cinders.

Half an hour. That was all it had taken for what should have been an orderly and quick engagement to turn into a bloody fight for survival. Hours before, an unknown alien fleet had abruptly entered Aephus orbit, smashed their planetary defenses and home fleet, before leaving as suddenly as they arrived. There had been no indication that any alien forces had landed on the planet; no dropships, aircraft, or spacecraft had been detected descending into the atmosphere. Planetary command had been mystified and puzzled, but shrugged it off as an amazing stroke of luck, and stood down the general alarm.

Then of all the things that could have happened, half an hour ago, several coastal factories had reported seeing massive submersible vessels emerging out of the ocean, landing sizable invasion forces onto the beaches and deploying swarms of aircraft. Aephus Planetary Command had immediately declared a state of emergency, which required every able-bodied Turian to pick up arms and help the local military garrison to repel the invaders. Thousands of Turians had heeded the call for battle and marched off, confident that the well-oiled Turian military juggernaut would easily be able to repel this new species, which had the audacity of invading a Turian world. They had marched towards their deaths.

The aliens possessed and utilized military technology never before seen of or even conceived off. For one thing, not a single piece of equipment seemed to use mass effect technology: their shields dissolved and vaporized projectiles, not block or deflect them like kinetic barriers; their weapons either fired some sort of projectile that easily passed through Turians protective equipment, or utilized directed energy weapons that could vaporize beings at a mere touch or blast them back meters, something thought impossible by the various scientific and research institutions in Citadel space. Their armour was made of some formidable material that outclassed Turian armour considerably, and was apparently some form of power armour, something that was available to Citadel militaries, but prohibitively expensive and clunky. Their soldiers reacted faster and quicker the should be possible, with no vocal or radio communication between them; their aircraft were faster, more agile, and deadlier; war machines were terrifying harbingers of death, with uncountable numbers. Most terrifyingly of all, before long range communications had gone down, security personnel within the factories had reported enemy soldiers **materializing out of thin air** and using pairs of "orange and blue" portals to go anywhere they wished.

And it wasn't just one species of aliens: there were three. A bipedal species similar in height and exterior appearance to Turians (it was hard to tell underneath their full-body armour); another shorter, hunchbacked species with two arms and another arm protruding from their chest, that could unleash devastating energy attacks from their hands; and most shocking of all, what appeared to be a race of AI's, that reacted far more life-like and adaptable than even the most sophisticated VI combat systems. Rumours of that these new invaders were actually Geth had spread like wildfire throughout Turian ranks.

Asymmetrical warfare also seemed to be a strong suit for them. Whatever technology they had used to "appear out of thin air" within the compound Saren didn't know, but what he did know was that every single Turian was trapped between two advancing enemy lines; one line pushing inwards from the coast, and another line pushing outwards from the factory, pincering the Turians and cutting them off into reinforcements. Saren had already tried calling for air evac with a flare: the only thing that had happened was that their transport had been shot down by AA fire, and made them a target for even more accurate mortar and artillery fire.

There still was some hope. Periods of rapid fire would quickly wear down their shields, something mass effect weaponry was very good at, leaving their armour vulnerable; tough as it was, it wasn't impenetrable and good tactics could easily take down an alien soldier. Heavy weaponry such as missile launcher, autocannons, and vehicular support, while marginally effective against enemy vehicles, were especially deadly against ground infantry, and had been repurposed as such; however, even with those counters, the aliens still possessed a significant tactical and technological edge, far offsetting whatever weaknesses they had. Finally, it was to Saren's great surprise that biotics were the most effective tool; a solid biotic attack somehow interacted violently with alien shields, causing them to short out with larger units, and in the case of smaller vehicles and infantry, explode spectacularly. Unfortunately, Turian biotics were rare; aside from Saren, there were only 6 other Turian biotics on the entire planet, and none of them were trained to use their talents in combat.

"Sir!" someone shouted, his voice barely heard over the roaring of gunfire. "We have to move from this position! We're getting massacred out here!".

It was true. Out of the company of 80 he had been assigned, Saren only counted 20 survivors, 6 of them heavily wounded. 65 good Turians, dead within half-an-hour. A 75% casualty rate for his squad along. If the rate held for every Turian unit on the planet, this would be the bloodiest battle in Citadel history, even more bloody than the Rachni Wars and the Krogan Rebellions.

"There's no where else to go!" he yelled over the din. "We're trapped here!"

"We'll have to break out of their formation!" came the answering shout, interspersed with gunfire and streaks of missile fire. "Oh shit, we have….arrrgh!"

Like some demonic spider straight from the depths of hell, a swarm of what appeared to be mechanical spiders came pouring over the battlefield, leaping over cover and launching themselves on top of the heads of Turians, driving wicked-sharp blades into their skulls, their speed and agility making them difficult targets to hit; disorder spread throughout the company, as Turians struggled to avoid the sinister machines. Orders to stay together and group up were heard but not heeded; the already fractured unit began to disintegrate, individual Turians easily picked off by the surrounding hostile infantries and hovering gunships. There was a thump besides Saren, and he turned around to see what appeared to be a flechette imbedded within the concrete; a laser grid sprang out of the projectile, scanning the surrounding area. He barely had time to wonder what the device was, before he was momentarily blinded by a flash of light.

When his vision cleared, he was shocked and terrified to find himself confronted with the sight of a towering war machine, with a blocky head mounted onto two sturdy legs. The head swiveled around to face him, blue optics regarding him, before it let out a mighty roar, a variety of deadly weaponry extending from its body. Apparently, the aliens did have teleportation technology. And apparently, they possessed it to a degree that they could teleport mechanical monstrosities anytime they wished.

A well aimed biotic attack slammed into the machines shields, flaring out brightly and stunning its electronic brain, giving Saren precious time to escape. Sliding and leaping over rubble and dead bodies, running deeper into the factory complex, desperately trying to reach the missile launcher of a fallen soldier; against something of that size, his assault rifle would be useless, and even a missile launcher wasn't guaranteed to do any damage.

There was no such luck for him.

A kick from the machine's leg sent Saren soaring into the air, crashing unceremoniously into a support pillar. Dazed and bleeding, Saren tried to stand up, only for a large chunk of pipeline to come crashing down on his legs, pinning him with a sickening crack. Howling in pain, Saren collapsed onto the ground, his sense clouded with red-hot pain. From where he was laying, he could see the approaching black armoured figures of alien soldiers, and feel the stomping of the machine as it approached him. Unable to reach for his weapon, he could only look on helplessly as an alien walked up to him, its glazed visor staring unemotionally at him, before driving the butt of an assault rifle into his head.

He fell unconscious immediately.

* * *

><p><strong>3025 C.E<strong>

**Serpent Nebula**

**Citadel**

**Citadel Tower**

"So what do we do now?"

The question lay unanswered within the empty confines of the Council Chambers. Tevos looked around expectantly at her fellow councillors: Sparatus had his head down in defeat, a hollow look in his eyes, while Valern fidgeted around, looking at the holographic display of Turian space in front of them.

Normally, all of Turian space would be coloured green, signifying that that space was in the possession of the Turian hierarchy, and by extension, the Citadel council. Now however, there was a bright red wedge going straight throughout, starting all the way from Aephus, and nearly reaching Palaven itself. That wedge represented the territory seized by the unknown alien species that had attacked the expeditionary fleet at Relay 314.

"So again, what do we do now?" Tevos asked again. Sparatus sighed and turned to look at her.

"We've lost contact with a good chunk of our industrial and colony worlds." he said slowly. "There have been no communications from them, and every probe we send through a mass relay towards those systems either can't get through because those mass relays are shut down, or are instantly destroyed upon arrival. We have no idea who these people are: whether they are protheans or some other race; what kind of technology they have; what do they want; their military capabilities; we don't know anything about it. People are terrified that their homes will be next; rioting has broken out across Palaven. Our fleets have been shattered, our armies decimated. All our remaining forces are being pulled away from the Terminus systems and back to the core worlds."

She turned towards Valern. "And what about you Valern? What does STG have to say?"

Valern shifted nervously. "Nothing. STG has not been able to ascertain any information so far. No relays lead back to their territory; vectors are unable to be traced. Also, we will need to deal with our citizens as well."

Tevos groaned internally. The news that an unknown aggressor was simply smashed its way through Hierarchy space had not been well received by the public; civil unrest and rioting had spread throughout Citadel space, and local state of emergencies had been declared across hundreds of worlds. CSec had even gone so far as to lock down the Citadel: until otherwise notified, all traffic to and from the Citadel was to be suspended.

"What are the latest reports?"

"As you all know, rioting and civil disobedience have spread throughout Citadel space." Valern reported. "Several Hanar and Drell groups have declared that the 'end days' are here, and that the Protheans have returned to render judgement upon us. Pirate activity along the Terminus systems and the Attican Traverse had picked up, and STG teams report that Batarian slaver activity is also increasing."

"Any suggestions?"

"Pacification of our citizens is crucial, especially for the Turians." Valern replied, glancing over to Sparatus. "We'll need to convince them that the situation is under control, and that we are mounting an immediate response."

"I for one suggest diverting our fleets to Palaven." Sparatus announced. "We'll need every ship and fleet we have if we are to successfully defend it."

"Sparatus, even you know that that would be a horrible idea." Valern interjected. "Diverting all our fleets to Palaven would leave Sur'kesh, Thessia, and the Citadel undefended. If Palaven falls, that would strike a deep blow against our military force and Turian moral. But if these aliens take the Citadel, it would spell the end of galactic civilization: the Citadel is the nerve center and focal point of our society. I suggest reinforcing the Citadel fleet."

"And leave Palaven to these xeno mongrels?" Sparatus snapped. "Leave or homeworld to burn and our people to suffer, while the Asari and Salarians cower behind their fleets!"

"Sparatus, calm down!" Tevos shouted forcefully. "We're not talking about abandoning Palaven and your people, but Valern is right. The Citadel must be defended at all costs: if it falls, then everything, interstellar communications, our economy, transportation networks, the extranet, logistics centers, everything will fall. I agree with Valern; we should divert some of our ships to reinforce the Citadel fleet. But we're not leaving Palaven defenseless; we'll send a few task groups to Palaven to assist in its defense."

Sparatus folded his arms, and turned his gaze back to the holographic display. "Your task groups won't be enough." he spat out contemptuously. "While your worlds are safe and secure, ours are under siege and attack. Casualties are estimated in the hundreds of millions; faith in our leadership is at an all time low. Mark my words, if Palaven falls, the Hierarchy will leave the Citadel races."

On the holo-display, another star system turned red.

* * *

><p><strong>3025 C.E<strong>

**Planet Aephus**

**Location Unknown**

Saren woke up suddenly.

He was naked, with the exception of a thin white sheet covering his body, his bare back pressed again a table of metal. The air was cold and chilly; he shivered. Looking around, he found himself in a clinical looking white room, smelling of what appeared to be disinfectant. He tried moving his arms and legs; they were clamped to the table by a series of cuffs, securing him solidly.

Footsteps approached him, and Saren found himself staring at one of those abominable AI's, an orange optic staring unblinkingly at him. It turned around to face another alien, this time one of the hunchback ones, dressed in a white jacket adorned with logo that looked like a segmented circle. The aliens multiple red eyes stared at his face; there was a brief burst of an unintelligible alien language, before the aliens nodded to each other, and walked over to a floating computer display. A gesture was made and there was a deep humming sound.

Looking up, Saren was horrified to find himself confronted with the sight of multiple mechanical arms, each one bearing saws, blades, laser cutters, and syringes. The device chittered and clattered gleefully as it moved down towards his head, a red dot tracing a path along his forehead. There was a whining noise as the blades started up and began descending rapidly towards him, ready to saw through his bones.

He opened his mouth, and found that he couldn't scream.


	6. Questionable Ethics

**3025 C.E**

**Aephus**

**Coalition Forward Operating Base Gamma**

**Command Center**

Through the reinforced windows of the command center, Major David Anderson had an expansive view of the surrounding coastline. Days ago, it had been nothing but a rocky shore, with the waves battering against its rugged shore, the imposing bulk of the industrial complex some distance away from the water; now, a veritable forest of buildings had popped up, with ground transports rumbling across the makeshift asphalt road, and aircraft settling down gently at the nearby airfields. Squat, armoured cylinders housing portable oscillation generators provided electrical power through thick cables housed in trenches, being covered up by marines and infantry; sentry turrets maintained a watchful vigil with their tireless optics; engineers and construction drones supervised the ongoing construction efforts, as they hastened to enlarging the base. Meanwhile in the distance, the arks _Harbinger, Nova Scotia, _and _Waterworld_ floated serenely on the alien ocean.

"Technology is such a wonderful thing." he thought, leaning back into his chair. Down below, a construction drone plopped down a assembler, the device unfolding itself and automated machinery emerging from within. A small convoy of flat-bed transports came up beside it, drones unloading their cargo of raw materials and minerals into the assembler's hungry nanoforge; the nanoforge's nanomachines would purify the metals and transform them into useful building materials, removing any impurities and expelling them as waste products. Soon, thin black tendrils extended from the assembler, arranging themselves into grid-like structure; sheets of reinforced carbon, titanium, and steel inched their way up the grid, clinging and molding themselves around it. Mechanical assembly arms danced around the building structure, sparks flying as their fusion welders fused the walls together, while flying drones sprayed sheets of protective nanites onto the walls. Within moments, the walls and exterior of an armoury had taken shape, while the assembler and its swarms of nanomachines continued work on the interior.

It helped soothe Anderson's nerves to watch the well-oiled operations of the Coalition military machine. Marines, infantry, and armoured vehicles moved along in platoons, heading towards the airfield for their next deployment; there was a flash of light on the teleport pad, as a pile of supply crates teleported onto it, air transports swooping down upon them to grasp the containers with their zero-point energy field manipulators (or as others called, gravity guns); engineers were setting up the first direct teleport link to Coalition space, which would allow a steady, but not huge, amount of reinforcements and supplies to arrive to the battlefield instantly. While the xen-based teleports that the engineers were building allowed a virtually unlimited teleportation range, they were only capable of transporting small quantities of cargo, and required a receiving teleport at the destination to actually work; large amounts of material would have to be transported by the wormhole-based portal, which, directly opposite of the xen teleports, were limited in range. With no starfleet orbiting above the planet, if a large scale retreat had to be called, their only option was to retreat back to the arks and hold out long enough for Coalition starships to teleport them off world.

Fortunately, the assault on the Combine factory world had gone very smoothly. Combine forces had apparently been taken by surprise by the naval assault, and the Coalition's teleport and portal technology had lent them an enormous tactical advantage. Combine soldiers guarding the coastal industrial facilities had been utterly annihilated; even now, Coalition engineers were working on repairing the facilities and bringing them back online, which would augment their current manufacturing capabilities considerably. The Combine's logistic and storage centers had been destroyed by air strikes; their military bases sabotaged and captured by marines and infantry. Combine communications were utterly ruined; fiber-optic and wire cables cut and severed; radio communications and towers jammed and destroyed; orbiting communication satellites had already been destroyed by the initial Coalition fleet, and the mass relay in the system had been disabled, preventing any Combine reinforcements from arriving quickly; powerful automated defenses had been set up in orbit, effectively isolating the planet. All remaining Combine soldiers on the planet had pulled back to the solitary city on the planet.

Of course, there had been some trouble during the initial assault. Casualties had been higher than expected, owing to several surprising pieces of technology, and there had been reports of Combine soldiers being able to conjure up "balls of glowing blue energy". His aid was going to bring him more news and updates about that. Speaking of which…

A small hatch in the roof opened up, and a round sphere came out of it, traveling briskly along the metal rails imbedded within the roof. The sphere's wide green optic twitched around, before settling on Anderson, and stopped just short of him.

"Ahh, Major Anderson, I've brought the reports you wanted look out." Anderson's assistant, the AI core Aeneas said. A nearby computer display popped up, a series of neat, labeled files displayed on it.

"Thank you Aeneas." Anderson nodded appreciatively. "Let's get to it shall we?"

The first file on the display expanded into a lab report, pictures, figures, alphanumeric symbols, and equations Anderson couldn't even begin to hope to understand scrolling down. The display stopped at an exploded diagram of various pieces of captured alien weaponry and technology, neatly placed figures and explanations annotating the blueprints.

"The first reports have come in from the Ark labs about all pieces of captured Combine technology. Upon analysis, a rather peculiar fact was discovered: all technology possessed by this thrall race are based upon the use of element zero."

"Explain." Anderson said.

"Their technology utilizes element zero's ability to raise or lower the mass of objects through its manipulation of dark energy fields. Take their weaponry for example." Aeneas explained. The display zoomed in on what appeared to be a crude assault rifle.

"This weapon appears to be standard issue amongst this thrall race, much like how the old OSIPR was distributed to all Overwatch soldiers stationed on Earth during the occupation. It is primarily kinetic in nature, and utilizes a magnetic accelerator to accelerate its projectiles. Ammunition however is not bullets or conventional projectiles; rather, it appears to be a solid block of metal positioned in the center of the gun. Miniscule metal shards are shaved off this block, and accelerated via magnets down the barrel. This effectively gives the weapons unlimited ammunition. An onboard computer also calculates the necessary mass to inflict optimal damage, based on atmospheric conditions, gravity, environment, and distance, allowing operators easier aim."

An animation of the weapons firing was shown, hundreds of shards shaved of the metal block and fired down the barrel.

"This is where it gets interesting though." Aeneas continued. "Going by the equation that force is equal to mass times velocity, or if you prefer, kinetic energy is one-half mass times velocity squared, these shards are too small to do any real damage. However, along the barrel, there are a series of element zero projectors, that project a mass effect field that lowers the mass of the shards even further, allowing them to be accelerated by the magnetic accelerators even faster then normally possible, causing them to do terrible terrible damage. Due to the nature of this firing system, it is possible for hundreds or possibly even thousands of projectiles to be fired every second."

"How are they able to keep that firing rate up?" Anderson questioned. "At that speed, such a weapon would quickly overheat and melt."

"The weapons are built in with automatic safeguards to prevent such a thing from happening." Aeneas clarified. "The fortunate thing is that upon testing, we discovered that these weapons do overheat fairly quickly, so operators are forced to fire in short bursts. Prolonged fire is risky and dangerous, but even with that limitation, their fire speed is still fast enough to effectively strip our shields."

"Anything else?"

"Their shields. Their shields are also based on element zero technology; the project a mass effect field that effectively stops any physical object in its path. However, it is incredibly inefficient compared to our disrupter shields; it is far more energy efficient to simply project an energy shield that disintegrates objects passing through it than creating one that must actively block every single projectile that hits it. Additionally, these shields only protect against kinetic weaponry, and even then, they only stop object heading at a rapid velocity. Protection against directed energy weapons, toxins, temperature, and radiation is virtually non-existent. Our weapons were able to easily bypass their shields and primitive armour."

"Why would the Combine outfit their thralls with technology that is lacking in so many obvious ways?" Anderson questioned. "Even on Earth, Overwatch soldiers were outfitted with dark energy weaponry and shields. Why not here?"

"As of this point, we don't know. As of this moment, we simply do not know enough about this thrall race or their relation to the Combine."

Anderson stopped to muse for a second. "Send all captured technology and all relevant acquired data back to Aperture. They can probably come up with a better analysis then we can."

"Right away sir. The nearest local branch, or main headquarters back on Earth?"

"Send it to Earth. Inform the science council and GLaDOS that this is of highest priority and importance. What about vivisection results from the captured thrall?"

"Results from the interrogation have revealed something shocking about the neural physiology of the thrall." A picture of a slice of brain tissue was displayed, magnified a hundred times. There was something odd about it, but Anderson couldn't quite but his finger to it, until his attention was drawn to the plethora of blue spots peppering the image.

"What are those?" he asked, gently tapping one such spot.

"Further analysis revealed that those spots were actually nodules of element zero, imbedded within the brain tissue."

Anderson involuntarily took a step backwards. "What!" he exclaimed. "Are you telling me that this creature had one of the most toxic substances known to science embedded in its brain, and was in fighting condition!" Element zero was notorious for causing fatal and deadly cancers in humans and vortigaunts, even with modern medical technology; one of the reasons why research into element zero had been banned after the discovery of the Prothean archives. Many of the first explorers of the archives had died shortly after, after contracting incurable brain cancers.

Aeneas's optic nodded. "It appears so. These nodules have hundreds of different nerve endings attached to them, completely integrating them with the subjects nervous systems. When we subjected tissue samples to synthetic neural impulses, something extraordinary happened."

On the display, a video of a brain tissue sample, sealed within a containment chamber, played out, the tissue glowing bright blue, various nearby small objects floating and bobbing in mid air.

"Neurological activity appears to stimulate these nodules, allowing them to generate miniature mass effect fields. While along, these nodules are insufficient and too disorganized for any real application, surgeons did find another device implanted within the base of the thrall's skull."

Another diagram appeared, this one showing a gray box, roughly 2 centimeters by 2 centimeters.

"This device allows the thrall to synchronize the nodules within its brain, allowing the creation of larger and more potent biotic fields, large enough for combat operations."

"Have there been any more reports about such an ability?"

"Not at the moment, no sir. It currently appears to be an isolated event. What's disturbing about this ability is that the mass effect fields generated seem to have adverse reactions upon contact with disrupter shields. Reactions include immediate shield failure, or in extreme cases, explosive failure and death. We haven't been able to determine the reason of these failures, as our science facilities onboard the arks are too primitive, but our engineers believe that it has something to do with the dark energy signatures synchronizing and overloading the shield capacitors."

Anderson rubbed his eyes warily. "Run another series of tests on our prisoner. I'm authorizing the use of invasive procedures and nano-probes; ship it back to Aperture after we're done with it. Soldiers able to control dark energy fields; god, what will the Combine think of next?"

"Squid shaped giant starships maybe?"

Anderson could only sigh.

* * *

><p><strong>3025 C.E<strong>

**Planet Aephus**

**Turian Hierarchy Secure Command Base**

It was a curious weapon to be sure.

Grasping the alien device in his hands, Victus turned it over peering at the strange symbols engraved on its surface. While there was a trigger, a stock, and a scope, the gun had no discernable barrel or firing mechanism Instead, there was a short fat capsule at the very tip of the gun; the only thing that looked remotely like a barrel was a long curved tube, that stretched from an elongated ammunition magazine all the way to the end. It wasn't like any mass

Unfortunately, there was no way for him to fully understand how the weapon work; the few pieces of alien weaponry they had recovered had some sort of locking device, that prevented it from working in unauthorized hands; the weapons had effectively froze up, unable to do anything. An unlucky technician had died when he had accidently triggered a weapon's self-destruct mechanism while trying to physically cut open it; there were still bloodstains in the lab. The only thing they knew that the dark energy signatures that were radiating of the weapon did not match that of any mass effect device; instead, they more closely matched that of the theoretical substance known as exotic matter.

Whoever had attack had done so with a ferocity and coordination unlike anything he had ever seen before. They had lost control of the coastal industrial regions within an hour; inland facilities had been captured within less than one standard planetary rotation; all Turian soldiers had been pushed back to the capital city, and even then, combat analysis and VI's had predicted that the invaders would attempt a final push on the city soon. In accordance with Turian military defense protocol, the local militia had been mobilized; as of now, every single eligible and able bodied Turian was stationed at the outer perimeters, maintaining a watchful vigil on the horizon. Not that the added numbers the militia provided would do any good.

The unknown alien coalition had technology that far surpassed anything Victus had seen. Energy weapons capable of smashing through even the toughest defenses, dissolving and ripping apart soldiers without a second though; shields capable of sustaining ridiculous amounts of gunfire; power armour, mass produced on a scale never before seen or imagined; aliens capable of unleashing devastating energy attacks that gave biotics a run for its money; actual AI's,, abominable machines working side by side with the aliens, something that had terrified soldiers, and sparked rumours of Geth.. Kinetic shields were completely ineffective against the aliens, and the tri-layered armour that all Turians fielded was similarly ineffective. Most astounding of all, most reports suggested that the aliens possessed **teleportation **technology, something even the STG had said was impossible; the use of teleportation had utterly decimated the Turian armies neat formations and lines, that had served them well for hundreds of years. Faced with an incredibly agile, adaptable, and flexible opponent, the Turian formations had quickly collapsed into anarchy.

There was one source of information that they could use. It had been incredibly lucky find; a company had managed to successfully ambush an isolated enemy patrol vehicle; in the midst of the confusion and chaos, the company had managed to knock out and capture the occupants of the vehicle, though not without significant casualties and injuries. The prisoners were currently being housed in a maximum security military facility, with armed guards and heavy weaponry guarding their cells; giving how effective these aliens were at combat, nothing was left to chance.

His aid walked up beside him. "Sir, the asari team reports that they are ready to begin." Victus nodded in satisfaction. It also just so happened that an asari archaeological team from the University of Thessia had also been present on Aephus during the position; the asari, while not trained military personnel, just scholars, had volunteered to utilize their mind melding abilities to extract whatever information the captured soldiers possessed. It seemed too good to be true to Victus, that a team of Asari had just happened to be on the planet at the time of the attack, almost like it was planned , but Victus was not one to pass up an opportunity, no matter how suspicious it was. He would just have to dismiss it as a very lucky coincidence.

"Let's go." he said to his aid. Looking at the weapon one more time, Victus set it down gently on a nearby table, and left the room.

* * *

><p>"Bring in the next one."<p>

The Turian guard nodded in confirmation, and opened the door, motioning for the next prisoner to be brought in. Liara T'Soni rubbed her face, mentally bracing herself for the next mind-probe. She had come to Aephus for an archeological expedition on behalf of the University of Thessia, after hearing rumours of Prothean ruins on the planet. Interrogating hostile unknown aliens by mind probing them had not been in the description.

The last alien she had interrogate, one of the hunchback one, had been extremely painful; upon beginning the meld, she was bombarded with hundreds of millions of different voices, yelling at her to leave, yelling so hard that she was still physically in pain. Liara had immediately told the guard to take it away; whatever the alien was, it possessed considerable mental and psychic powers, far beyond that of an asari.

The thick blast door leading to the room screeched open again, and two guards marched in, dragging another prisoner behind them. They threw him roughly into the chair, securing him not to gently with thick bundles of metal chains, before assuming position behind it, guns pointed at its head.

The greatest surprise was how asari the alien look. Stripped of its intimidating black power armour, the alien looked remarkably like an asari, but with a more yellow skin tone, and what appeared to be black fur situated on top of its head. It was the eyes that drew the most attention; those eyes seemed to bore into Liara, burning stars of unimaginable hatred and disgust, for whatever reasons Liara was unsure off.

Bracing herself, Liara bent down, her hands glowing as she prepared to link her mind with the alien. "Embrace eternity!" she declared, as she placed her hands onto the temples of the alien; the alien's eye opened in fear, and it was about to yell before their minds connected.

Her mental abruptly crashed into a barrier, preventing her from accessing further into the alien's mind. She frowned. Most beings with natural mental resistance felt warm and yielding when probed, but flexible enough to push probes away. But this was different; it felt cold, hard, and artificial, a solid slab of metal preventing any access at all, like a thick layer of rigid armour protecting a creatures vital regions.

But rigid armour could split if bent too far.

Instead of diverting all her mental energies across a wide area, Liara focused all her efforts onto one specific point. Surely enough, the mental armour began to split; a small crack at first, but soon expanding into a raging crack, and soon, an unobstructed mental connection was established.

A torrent of images and thoughts began to pass through, not just from the alien to Liara, but both ways. Panicking, she tried to limit her thoughts but to no avail; the connection was two way. Images passed through her mind; towers that seemed to stretch forever into the sky; tripodal war machines marching through streets; fighting between masked soldiers and armed civilians, with a strange symbol painted in yellow on their arms; rods of steel falling from the sky, smashing into the ground with devastating effect. A word rang throughout the alien's mind, and using her new found knowledge of the alien's language, she was able to understand it: "Combine...Combine...Combine." And above all, she could detect horror and shock permeating throughout the alien, no, human's mind, as it suddenly understood who Liara was, and what they were attacking.

* * *

><p><strong>3025 C.E<strong>

**Palaven**

The space around Palaven was crowded, hundreds of fighters zooming around on patrol loops, frigates and dreadnoughts placed in defensive orbits around the heart of the Turian Hierarchy. News that an alien armada was approaching Palaven fast had caused a complete lockdown on Turian space, and the military had been mobilized to defend Palaven.

A space telescope, orbiting in a high geosynchronous orbit, focused in on a disturbance 500 million km away. Zooming in, it detected what appeared to be ripples in space, emanating out of a central point. The VI onboard was about to dismiss the images as a malfunction of its instruments, before more movement was detected at the disturbance.

Hundreds of ships, some tens of kilometers long, and an uncountable swarm of fighters snapped back into realspace, all heading towards Palaven.

The Coalition fleet had arrived.


	7. Point Insertion

**A/N: HA I'M BACK! I'M NOT DEAD!**

**So, in all honesty though, here's the new chapter. Hope you enjoy.**
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* * *

><p><strong>3025 C.E<strong>

**Turian Home Defense Fleet**

**Turian Dreadnought **_**Resolute**_

**Palaven Intercept Orbit**

Seneca was uneasy.

Even during the Krogan rebellions and the Unification Wars, Palaven, the heart and jewel of the Turian Hierarchy, had never been threatened directly. Always, the might of the Turian people, and the efficiency of their military machine had kept any invaders away from their homeworld.

Then the colonies had started to go dark.

Aephus had gone first. At first, it hadn't been to concerning; Aephus was a relatively new colony, consisting of mostly scattered industrial facilities, with rural villages and one major city. Communication blackouts were common with the communications grid constantly being revamped and updated. But when contact hadn't been established for several hours, a courier probe along with a single frigate had been dispatched. They found nothing.

Actually, nothing wasn't correct. They couldn't even get to Aephus. The relay leading to the colony had simply spat back an "Error 404: Destination Relay not found". Puzzled, the frigate had turned back.

Then another colony had gone dark. Then another. And another. Before finally, the core world of Digeris, hosting a population of more than a billion, had also gone quiet.

That was when the government finally considered the possibility of a military

attack by an unknown faction.

Digeris wasn't the last. 7 more core world, Bostra, Carthaan, Chatti, Rocam, Syglar, Thracia, and Parthia had also ceased contact; Thracia was only one relay jump away from Palaven. When the 79'th flotilla had attempted to mount an expedition to Thracia, they had also run into the same problem as the Aephus-bound frigate; the relay issued another 404 error, stating that the Thracia relay was either: a) offline; b)inoperable; c)destroyed; and d) did not exist, please try again. The same was true for all the other relays leading to the colonies.

That was concerning to say the least.

And so now, the Turian 6'th fleet was now stuck in an intercept orbit around Palaven, without any idea who they were up against. The most accepted theory amongst his men was that their unknown nemesis were actually the supposedly "new species" that Desolas had encountered beyond relay 314, but the government had been very quiet about that; they had only said that an unknown alien race was currently intruding into Turian space, with no mention whatsoever of Desolas's encounter. Even so, rumours that Desolas had spoke of "10 km long dreadnoughts", "unimaginable weapons of mass destruction", and "eldritch abominations" had begun to circulate ", before Desolas had been carted off to the Citadel.

"Captain?" an officer said from his stations. "We're tracking several unidentified objects, moving towards us at approximately 8 klicks per second, heading 059 mark 015, 8000 km to our right. Reading high plasma emissions; they're most likely missiles."

"How many?"

"At least 300. ETA 3 minutes."

Only 300 missiles against an entire fleet? Against one ship was another story, but against an entire fleet; that would be child's play.

"Order the fleet to prep GARDIAN batteries. Scan for enemy vessels. Prepare to intercept missiles."

"Missiles coming within visual range. Magnifying and enhancing."

On the _Resolute's_ main video display, hundreds of bright blue trails could be seen streaking towards the 6'th fleet, growing larger by the second. Then suddenly, they disappeared.

"What the hell just happened!"

"We've lost the missile signatures!"

"By the spirits, what do you mean by that!"

"They've disappeared! One moment, the sensors were tracking them, the next, they've disappeared."

"That's preposterous! Missiles don't just disappear! You imbecile, explain!"

"Missiles have appeared inside our shields!" another officer screamed. "I repeat, missiles have appeared inside our…"

A loud series of resounding thuds resonated within the _Resolute_, sounding one after the other, yet there was no explosion no great fireball expanding across the corridors, ripping the _Resolute _into pieces. Seneca looked around in consternation. What was going on?

"Hull breaches detected on decks 5, 7, 13, 25, and and 38." someone reported from the operations station.

Cold fear began to spread throughout Seneca as he suddenly came to a horrifying realization. "Those weren't missiles...those were boarding pods."

"Switch to the nearest camera near a breach site." he ordered quickly. The vid-screen was now dominated by a video feed of a long corridor, a cylinder jutting out of the hull into the ship itself. Out of the pod, a swarm of mechanical drones came pouring out, tools mounted on their appendages cutting into the bulkheads and floors, snapping delicate circuitry and wiring, and stabbing tubules into connection ports. Marines rushed to respond, only to be cut down by the vicious mechanical swarm, their blood coating the corridor in a thick layer. The camera feed suddenly went dead, static filling the screen as the bridge was filled with the deafening cacophony of alarms.

"Multiple hacking attempts detected!" cried an operations officer. "I can't keep them out. We've lost shields, weapons systems, sensors, communications, engines, FTL, door control and RCS systems!." "Oh god, spirits protect us." he added, his voice tinged with despair.

"What is it!?" Seneca shouted out above the din.

"They're hacking into the Palaven Defense Grid through our data uplink. They've already gained control of the Orbital Defense Platforms."

"Shut them out!"

"I can't, I've lost complete control!"

"Multiple decompressions detected! All airlocks have been disengaged!"

"Look at Menae!"

Outside the window, Seneca could see one of the orbital defense platforms, the platforms that had always dutifully watched over the heart of Turian civilization, slowly and ponderously around its axis to point its massive mass accelerator cannon at the moon of Menae, and fire. Traveling at 10% the speed of light, the cannon's 50 kg slug accelerated towards the moon with a bright blue streak, before smashing into the surface. Even at this distance, Seneca could see the impact, shockwaves rippling across the moon. Other orbital defense stations followed suit, slugs devastating the surface of Menae. Spirits...Menae was the most heavily defended military base in the Hierarchy, and it was being obliterated by the Turian's own weapons.

"Life support has gone offline! Reactor core is at critical levels!"

Growling, Seneca ripped of his authorization key from the chain on his neck. He slammed it into a port and turned, manually tripping a circuit breaker, cutting the power to the _Resolute's_ nuclear fusion reactor, effectively starving it and shutting it down. As the power went of, all the lights and computers systems onboard the bridge shut down as well, the crew floating upward for several seconds as the artificial gravity shut off, before the ship's backup RTG power generators came online, restoring key systems to bare functionality. The crew came falling back hard onto the deck, as gravity was restored, albeit at a far lower level than before.

"Seal the bridge doors!" he ordered. The bridge crew rapidly responded, pushing the thick airtight blast doors shut and sealing it mechanically, while others cracked open the emergency chemical CO2 scrubbers. Dim red emergency lighting illuminated the entire bridge, revealing a shocked and dishevelled crew. Looking outside, Seneca could see that he was one of the lucky ones; the other ships composing the 6'th fleet were in various states of destruction, with some exploding as their reactors overloaded, other leaking atmosphere and dead bodies through opened airlocks. Others showed no signs of damage, but Seneca knew that they were likely in the same position as he was; dead in space with no control or life support, their crews cut down by the mechanical drones. The entirety of the Palaven's defense had been utterly annihilated, without their enemy showing their face.

Suddenly, off in the distance, Seneca noticed something; a groups bubble-shapes moving across space, distorting the light and seemingly warping the very fabric of space. The bubbles suddenly collapsed, revealing hundreds upon hundreds, if not thousands, of ships snapping back into realspace.

Seneca was not a coward. A turian did not rise to the rank of a fleet commander without showing exceptional skill, bravery, courage, dedication, and loyalty. During his time serving at the front lines, Seneca had never felt real fear; nerves and apprehension yes, but never real fear. But now, he truly understood what it was like to be afraid.

Ships of leviathan proportions that were far bigger than should be possible. Uncountable swarms of fighters heading towards them. A fleet larger than any one the Citadel races had. And they were coming towards him, towards the battered and helpless remnants of the 6'th fleet, and the defensive Palaven behind them. This was what they were facing, a foe so powerful and so deadly that they may have as well been insects going up against gods. As one of the alien ships drew near them, he could make out a group of symbols emblazoned on the hull.

CSS Annihilator

Seneca, and the crew of the _Resolute_ knew no more, as a dark energy beam sliced into the Turian dreadnought, ripping apart its very atoms.

**3025 C.E**

**Coalition Task Force Omega **

**Palaven High Orbit**

**CSS Annihilator **

Ulysses looked down at the shattered remains of the thrall races defenses. Pitiful. Absolutely pitiful.

He had not expected that the battle would be won that easily. The boarding and hacking attempts of the terror drones were meant to be more of a distraction, occupying the main fleet and the orbiting defense platforms while Coalition stealth ships would launch tactical strikes on important strikes. Nobody had expected that the Combine's cybersecurity would be so weak as to allow a electronic attack to utterly decimate their entire fleet. When the fleet had finally jumped, most of the defending fleet had been neutralized, and the hijacked defense platforms had taken out the major military bases on one of the nearby moons. And what utter fools the Combine were to link all their defensive structures with one operating system, without adaptable code and organic programming; it merely made it easier for the Coalition to turn their own assets against them.

All that fueled Ulysses's suspicions that they were at war against the wrong faction.

Every had simply been too easy. The Combine were masters of almost every field of science, from robotics, computers, physics, and engineering. They had conquered the Vortigaunt's home universe during the Time of Sorrow with ease, and had subjugated the Earth in 7 hours without even trying. But every the Coalition fleet had seen was laughable as though it belonged to a race that had barely developed interstellar travel. It simply didn't make sense.

But Ulysses's suspicions were merely that; suspicions. And unproven suspicions could not be taken into account when the entire fate of the Coalition Assembly hanged in the balance.

He turned towards his tactical officers. "Initiate Base Delta Zero."

Base Delta Zero. Once, early on during the Coalition's founding, it would have been regarded as horrific, a war crime of unimaginable scale. But then the relays and Prothean archives were discovered and everything changed; now, it was seen as little more as something necessary to preserve their civilization.

A Base Delta Zero was an orbital bombardment, but not with nuclear weapons, kinetic bombardment, or even directed energy bombardment. The damage from nuclear weaponry, once the most feared weapon in human history, was not permanent; long as it may seem, the radiation and fallout from nuclear detonations would eventually fade away, and life would flourish once more. Perhaps it would take hundreds or thousands of years, but life would survive and continue to thrive again.

Kinetic bombardment, while simply and effective, did not possess the capabilities of inflicting long term damage. Clouds of dust that would choke the sky could be kicked up, cities and civilization ruined, tectonic activity stimulated to unimaginable levels, widespread extinctions; all of those could happen. But still, even under the most intense periods of bombardment, the planet would recover, life would eventually return, and a new sentient species might emerge.

Directed energy weapons, while capable of turning the surface of a planet into glass, were large, unwieldy, and required long periods of time to fully glass a planet. But even then, only the topmost surface of the crust would be glassed, leaving life intact in deep caves, and ocean trenches. The planet would still be habitable, and maybe after millennia, the glass would erode away, allowing life to once again expand to the surface.

But a Base Delta Zero did not rely on any of those things. Instead, it relied on one of the most horrific weapons created in Coalition history, a weapon inspired by the ancient tactics of salting the earth, and scorched earth policies; the singularity cluster. Upon detonation, the thousands of microsingularities would be projected over a wide area, permanently embedding themselves in the fabric of spacetime. The singularities would tear apart anything within their range, disrupting the strong nuclear force that binded matter together, reducing civilizations into dust, dust into atoms, and atoms into nothing. Nothing would ever be able to set foot into the blast zone; the singularities would remain forever, lasting until the heat death of the universe, essentially reducing that region of space into a dead zone, an impassable and lethal area for the rest of eternity.

They had already done the same to 8 previous worlds. This one would be no different.

"Singularity clusters armed and ready." the tactical AI replied. "Telemetry scans acquired. Targets locked. Fleet reporting standby for teleportation sequence. Teleportation commencing in 3...2...1. Mark."

The green, silver, and blue colours of the planet below them were engulfed by thousands of black dots, great dust clouds swirling into the air as the singularities proceed to devour the planet. Water, soil, rock, flora and fauna; it made no difference, as all was consumed, reduced to absolute nothingness.

By the time 6 hours had passed, half of the planet had been thoroughly reduced to wasteland.

**3025 C.E**

**Aephus**

**Turian Hierarchy Secure Command Base**

"The xeno's have spent their time consolidating their forces and securing the surrounding area. They're biding their time before they make a final push."

"Why are they taking so long?"

"From what scattered intel units we have, it appears that they're attempting to restore the factories they've captured back to full capacity. Military analysts hypothesize that they're going to use the factories to produce more hardware for their final assault."

"That still doesn't explain they're taking so long. The factories were captured in near perfect condition."

"We don't know. Their technological base seems to be vastly different than ours; they may be trying to modify the facilities to suit them."

Victus sank back into his chair, regarding the table-top holo display with tired eyes. The various military commanders around him were also in various states of exhaustion; nobody in the room had rested in more than 2 days. It was physically evident; bloodshot eyes and lackluster skin could be seen.

"The good news is that it'll give us more time to prepare." he finally stated. "Mobilize whatever turians haven't already been, and set up a few more defenses. Give us more time to figure out a plan for us to survive." It was a hollow statement. Everybody knew that there was no way to win; the enemies technological advantage, war tactics, and the speed, ferocity, and adaptability of their offensive left the Victus in a hopeless situation. The only way to win a defensive action was either wage a bloody war of attrition and hope the attacker gave up, or hold out for reinforcements; right now, the enemy showed no sign of giving up, and they were cut off from reinforcements.

"Right then, what did we get from the interrogations?" he continued.

Corick Vyana, the officer in charge of military intelligence on Aephus stepped forward. "Thanks to Dr. Tsoni's interrogation of the prisoner's" she began, "we were able to obtain and understand the aliens' language. Apparently, it is called..angliish.", stumbling over the alien word. "Furthermore, Dr. Tsoni was able to establish a level of communication with one of the prisoners. One of them is called a human, the other, a vortigaunt."

"What happened to the synthetic we captured?"

"It was promptly destroyed." Corick replied. "Artificial intelligences are dangerous and must be disposed of at once. The geth are an excellent reminder of this." The other commanders nodded in agreement.

"As I was saying" she continued. "Dr. Tsoni revealed that when she made contact with the prisoner, excuse me, the human, the human apparently realized that we were not 'Combine', and promptly went into shock."

"What the hell are Combine?"

"We don't know. Dr. T'soni is currently conducting more interrogations with the human. We should have more answers soon."

Victus sighed. "She had better get those answers soon. And we don't have much time left.

**3025 C.E**

**Aephus**

**Turian Hierarchy Secure Command Base**

**Interrogation Cell B9-K8**

"You look like us."

That was the first thing that human had said to Liara when she had walked in. The human, still restrained and surrounded by arm guards behind a force field, regarded her with curiosity, remarkably relaxed for someone in its situation.

Using her newfound mastery over the english language, Liara asked: "I'm sorry, what did you say?"

"I said you look like us. Like humans. Same body shape, same stature, same everything. Well except for the blue skin and the tentacle things." the human replied.

It was true. The human did look incredibly similar to asari in appearance, with only the skin colour and the patch of fur on top of its head setting them apart.

"Let's start over." Liara began. "I'm Dr. Liara T'Soni, archeologist from the University of Thessia, a citizen of the Asari Republics, member state of the Citadel Council."

The human laughed bitterly. "Citadel. And here, I was thinking that you weren't part of the Combine after all."

"Yes, we've been wondering about that. Who are these Combine you speak about?"

"Come one. I'm surprised that after that mind rape, you don't already know everything about us."

"It wasn't rape." Liara said hotly. "It was a 2 way mental connection, a type of mental bond if you will. I already spoke about myself; who are you?"

The human stopped for a second, as if considering. "Corporal Adrian Laidlaw, 2'nd Company Mechanized Infantry, Coalition Planetary Army. Born on Cata Prime. How do you know english anyways?" he added.

"The neural connection that we formed?" Liara explained. "It allowed me to extract a copy of your linguistic capabilities, giving me the ability to comprehend and speak your language. It's a trait all asari are born with. Enough with this small talk though; why did you attack us?"

"We thought you were Combine remnants from the initial occupation. This entire invasion is a mistake."

"And what are these 'Combine'?"

Adrian exhaled deeply. "An extra-dimensional empire from another universe. They came here shortly after the Black Mesa incident, and conquered us during a war known as the 7 Hour War. We and the vorts managed to kick them off 20 years later though, but not after more than half of our population was killed or converted."

"I'm sorry, I don't think I understood you correctly. Did you say 'from another universe'?"

"Yeah." he confirmed. "You know, not of this universe, some completely different one separate from our universe?"

"Impossible!" she stated. "There are no such things as other universes!"

"What?" Adrian asked. "You never came up with multiverse theory? Parallel universes? This is all pretty basic physics and science within the Coalition."

Her mind boggling from the revelation, Liara promptly decided to ignore the human's statement and continue. Of course there were no such things as alternate universes! The brightest minds in Citadel space had said so many times, and their theories had been proven to be sound over thousands of years. "If you defeated them," she continued on." why did you think that we were them?"

"We discovered the relays and the archives."

"The mass relays?"

"Yes. The relays are Combine constructs."

Liara looked at Adrian in questionably."No, the relays were constructed by the Protheans, the precursor of galactic civilization."

It was Adrians turn to look surprised. "Bullshit." he exclaimed. "The Prothean archives on Mars had records specifically stating that Protheans found the relays, not build them!"

Now this was something new. Prothean archives with information that contradicted everything they knew about the Protheans? The archaeologist side of Liara itched to examine those archives..if Adrian wasn't lying about them.

"That's funny." she began cautiously."Because every single other archive discovered by the Citadel races revealed no such fact."

Adrian looked astounded. "There are more archives?" he whispered in a shocked tone.

She nodded. "All our technology is based of the Prothean archives. The archives lead told us about the mass relays, element zero and eventually, lead us to the Citadel."

"What is the Citadel exactly?" Adrian asked.

"A colossal space station, 40 km long, the biggest structure ever found." Liara said. "It's the center of galactic government and the economy, and is home to millions of sapient beings."

"We have a Citadel too." he told Liara. "Well, more than one. They're different from yours though. Our citadel's were massive, 3 km high towers teleported here by the Combine to serve as war factories, administrative centers, civilian processing centers, and industrial complexes."

Their conversation was interrupted by one of the guards. Tapping his earpiece, the guard listened for moment, before turning back to Liara. "Dr. T'soni, we have to go. You're to be moved a secure bunker immediately."

"What for?"

"Primarch Victus is expecting an assault at any moment. Enemy formations have already been detected. We have to move now."

"What about the prisoners?"

"They are to be left here. We can't afford to take them to another secure location. Dr. T'soni, please, we have to leave now."

That was the precise moment when the roof exploded and caved in.

* * *

><p><strong>AN: Reviews! Please please review!**


	8. Revelations Part I

**3025 C.E**

**Aephus**

**Coalition Forward Operating Base Gamma**

**Command Center**

The latest reports from the engineers had come in and Anderson was very pleased with them.

Oh yes, extremely pleased.

"All necessary work has been completed on the factories?" he asked of the head AI engineer.

The AI nodded. "Correct. Some essential parts and materials had to be delivered via teleport but now, the factory has been fully converted and brought operational. I thank you and your men for preserving and not destroying most of the necessary infrastructure."

It had taken 5 days for the engineering corps to pick over and modify the industrial facilities they had captured but it had been worthwhile. After much work and much jury rigging, the Coalition now had a suitable manufacturing base from which to begin their final assault. They had deployed light for a reason; the presence of such facilities allowed them to deploy with a much smaller initial force, and alleviating them of their supply issues. In addition, more armoured and unmanned units could be manufactured, which would greatly bolster their forces.

"How soon until we have enough numbers?"

"Given the rapid production process and the sheer number of available raw materials, within 3 days. The local materials are somewhat more sub-par then I would prefer, but they are sufficient for our needs."

"Excellent work. I extend my congratulations to you and your men as well." Turning to the ark's AB director, he asked, "Are the necrotics and exogens ready for combat?

The director stepped up. "Necessary adaptations have been carried out as ordered." he reported. "Genetic and pheromonal information were obtained from sample body tissue and live prisoners, and have been imprinted. They are ready for deployment."

"Excellent." he said in satisfaction, turning to face towards a holo-display. A large city was being shown, the last remaining stronghold of the Combine thralls. Resistance was expected to be extremely heavy; their leadership was also expected to be cowering in the command center at the center of city.

Anderson turned towards his military commanders. "Operation Last Light will proceed in three days. 1 hour prior to the operation, GhostWatch units will be deployed to extract their leadership for interrogation before the bombardment begins." Anderson ordered. "They will infiltrate the central command compound via Skyranger, and secure all targets for immediate retrieval back to command. We also have reason to believe that captured Coalition military personnel are also being held here. Secondary objectives are to secure and retrieve them."

Saluting in confirmation of their orders, the various directors and officers in the command bridge filed out, carrying out their orders in preparation for the operation. Smiling silently to himself, Anderson called up a display of a necrotic. "Oh yes." he murmured. "This will be fun."

* * *

><p><strong>3025 C.E<strong>

**Planet Aephus**

**Coalition "Skyranger" Dropship, en route to objective**

**37,000 meters above sea level**

Powered by a trio of nuclear thermal turbojets, which were in turn powered by several anti-matter induced nuclear fusion reactors, a Skyranger soared high above the surface of Aephus at near hypersonic speeds, its low profile and detection dissipating coating cloaking it from electronic eyes. Inside, it contained 4 members of perhaps the most elite division of the Coalition military.

During the time of the old world, the ancient nation states that had dotted the surface of the Earth all had their own highly elite, special forces units. The United States had their Marine corps and Delta force. The Soviet Union and its successor, the Russian Federation had their Spetsnaz. Britain had their SAS. Canada had their JTF2. During the Black Mesa Incident, the 7 Hour War, and the Occupation along with the Uprising, the Nihilanth and the Combine had also fielded their own equivalent to human special forces; the Nihilanth had his Gargantuas, while the Combine made frequent use of their Assassins, Synth Elites and Super Soldiers.

The Coalition had GhostWatch.

GhostWatch was a highly elite group of soldiers, the best of the best, the deadliest the Coalition had to offer, even more highly trained and enigmatic then the N7 program. Heavily genetically and cybernetically modified, augmented far beyond normal beings with nanomachines, and wielding an impressive array of armours and weaponry available to conventional forces, GhostWatch units were trained and equipped to deal with situations that normal special forces couldn't be trusted to deal with; operations on Xen, vital intel retrieval and assassinations, and dealing with high-profile insurgent attacks were just some of the tasks entrusted to GhostWatch.

There was Tacitus the vortigaunt, tapped into GhostWatch after a string of brutal operations against insurrectionists where he violently killed every single insurgent by forcibly imprinting his mental will upon them. He sat quietly against the wall of the Skyranger's cargo hold, deep in meditation, his calm demeanor belying his true sadistic self.

Besides him stood Nisha, a human, casually twirling a plasma pistol in her hand, a pulse shotgun strapped to her back. It was a well known fact that as a young girl, her entire family had been killed in an insurrectionist attack against a Coalition mining outpost, the root cause of her deep, intense hatred against the insurrectionists.

One of the more stable members of the group was Kaidan Alenko, an outstanding mechanical engineer who later joined the military as a combat engineer, before he was finally recruited into the GhostWatch program. He was also distantly related to Dell Conagher, a rebel fighter during the Uprising who was widely regarded as the forefather of the modern combat engineer, and designer of the popular L3 Sentry Gun, whose descendant and variants were still in use today. He was sitting at the expansive work table in the cargo hold, going over last minute check over his arsenal of his, some would argue, overly complicated custom-made equipment.

Nearby, the AI Virtuous stood by, its hulking robotic platform dominating the scene. Thick thick armour clad every square centimeter of its body; an inordinate amount of high-powered Tau cannons, liquid cooled gluon guns, energy orb launchers, pulse turrets, and gravity guns were mounted onto it, an arsenal of heavy weaponry more than capable of dealing with any foe that challenged the AI.

There was no idle chatter in the hold, nothing except for the occasionally clinking of carbon and metal parts, the high-pitched scream of the turbojets, and the occasional rattling of the Skyranger as it passed through pockets of turbulence. There was nothing that needed to be said; they had their orders, their roles and objectives, and that was all they needed. Small talk was useless amongst them.

"Approaching dropzone in 2 minutes." the AI pilot reported over the intercom. "Prepare for deployment"

The indicator light over the cargo door turned yellow as Nisha, Tacitus, and Virtuous assumed their jump positions, lined up single file. Kaiden finished packing his equipment and joined them as well soon after. Power armour was initialized and booted up; ammunition was checked, double checked and triple checked, power packs slammed in place; comms and emergency retrieval beacons were turned on; last minute system checks and preparations were made. Gravlocks were engaged, anchoring them to the deck, lest they be blown away as the cargo door opened.

"Jump in one minute."

"The massive cargo door detached from its hermetic seal with a slight hiss, and slid down smoothly. Superheated air and jets of vapour flew past the Skyranger's hull at hypersonic speeds, bathing everything in a cherry red glow and illuminating the night sky outside. An oppressive silence filled the cabin; no sound could be heard for whatever sound waves that were generate were quickly outspeed by the aircraft.

"Jump in 30 seconds."

The strobe light flashed yellow.

"Jump in 10 seconds."

The hot blue glow of jump pack exhaust flared out, as they greedily sucked in the thin air of the high atmosphere.

"Jump in 5...4...3...2..1.."

"Jump"

The strobe light turned a solid red.

One by one, the GhostWatch members lept out of the Skyranger, superheated air encasing them as they plummeted towards the ground at hypersonic speeds, the lethal temperatures kept at bay by their disrupter shields. As they plunged into the thicker atmosphere below, their jump packs fired up, bringing their velocity down towards a reasonable level, intense g-forces crushing them in their armour. Once they hit an altitude of roughly 4000 meters, high strength wings extended out, breaking their descent and bringing them into a controlled glide. With gentle corrections from their jump packs, they slowly made their way into the city below them.

The advantage of a high altitude high opening jump, otherwise known as HAHO, was in the fact that was unobtrusive, hard to detect, and very, very quiet compared to HALO jumps, making it perfect for insertion of operatives into heavily guarded and monitored positions. With Octocam camouflage blending them in with the sky, and their small detection profiles, they were undetectable to visual observation, and any radar would likely mistake them for the native aerial flora and fauna.

They passed silently past the city's boundaries, making their way to the command structure. The command structure was simply a one story building, with a small hemispherical dome rising from the middle.

Their velocity reduced to safe landing speeds, they touched down gently onto the roof of a spire rising from the structure, briefly illuminated by the flare of retrorockets as Virtuous was safely lowered onto the roof, plopping down with a small thump. So far, so good.

Kaiden pulled out several small folded up packages, and put them on the ground. Extending their appendages and "waking" themselves up, the recon drones scurried away into night towards the streets down below. They would scout out ideal locations and plant marker beacons there, allowing the Coalition teleporters to obtain the precise telemetric information they required for the upcoming assault.

Rappelling down the tower they had landed on, the crawled across the roof, stopping once they came across what they were looking for.

"Here it is." Nisha said, pointing towards a small cover imbedded in the roof. "Kaiden?"

Kaiden stepped forward, examining the cover for any alarms or indicators. Disarming the ridiculously simply silent alarm that was there, he expertly cut the cover off, revealing a thick fibre optic. "Fibre optics." he murmured. "This will be easier then I thought." He motioned for Virtuous to stand by his side.

He took what appeared to be an archaic Swiss Army knife from his toolbelt, tapping a square revealing that it was anything but. Glowing tools and gadgets sprang out of the casing: laser cutters and welders, high-end scanners, mini nano-forges, portable hacking devices, and other instruments popped out, everything a good combat engineer needed. Ever so carefully, Kaiden made two tiny incision in the thick cable, a thin red beam jetting out of the tool, delicately melting through the outer coating and shell layers. Reaching the core glass tube, Kaiden zoomed in with his helmet optics, turning the strength of the laser cutter up. The top half of the glass core vaporized, evaporating into the air. Repeating the process again, he quickly fabricated two of his own fibre-optic cables, sealing them with brief applications from his welder, before plugging them into two open ports on Virtuous' body; the optical signals traveling down the cable would now be diverted through the welded cables, into Virtuous, before returning back to the main cable.

Virtuous stood still for several moments, processing hundreds of incoming fibre optic signals. The optical signals were very much similar to Coalition signals, a burst of light traveling down a cable representing an "on" state, while a lack of a pulse signified an "off" state: standard binary computer language, something that AIs natively understood. Tentatively, Virtuous sent down its own signals, probing the system. There were firewalls and safe guards of course, but compared to Virtuous' raw processing power, they were like a wooden wall facing against a flamethrower. Inserting tiny snippets of backdoor code as it penetrated deeper and deeper into the network, it finally found what it was looking for: a simple AND-like logic gate, both inputs

currently off. It would be a trivial matter for it to inject a program that would bypass the input commands and trip both of them. That gate was the end of a hugely complicated and secured system, that required hundreds of inputs to be precisely correct, for it controlled the building's internal security. Inserting its own miniature program into the system, Virtuous smirked internally: upon a wireless command from itself, all of the buildings external blast doors would lock down,, alarms would fail to sound, communication systems would refuse to work, and internal blast doors would fail to lock or would spontaneously open. And all of that took less than 5 seconds.

Accessing the building's security cameras, Virtuous scanned the interior, scouting out potential threats and dangers, marking their objectives. Its attention was caught by one camera, showing a captured Coalition soldier strapped in a chair, surrounded by armed guards, and being interrogated by...well that was new. The creature was unlike the bird like avian xenos they had seen before; this one was a blue, almost human-looking creature. Marking the location on everyone's tactical HUD, Virtuous disconnected.

"Complete control over internal systems granted. Ready to assume control as soon as possible. Secondary objectives located and marked. Unidentified second xeno at secondary objective. Recommend capture for analysis and interrogation." it announced, as Kaiden disconnected the cables.

They made their way across the roof, the inky darkness and their camouflage systems disguising them. Stopping at the waypoint marked on their HUDs, they stepped back as Kaiden pulled out an shaped ultrasonic charge and fixed it onto the roof.

The ultrasonic pulse obliterated the concrete roof, completely pulverizing it and sending a fine mist of concrete dust showering down . Being so high-pitched, there was no sound that could be heard: the effects of the blast however, were very real. Any creature exposed to a sound wave beyond their hearing range could suffer debilitating effects; high frequency sound waves could rupture ear drums, lead to severe pain, disorientation, bleeding, or even death. Much more cleaner and obscure then conventional explosives, which tended to shower entire areas with impassable rubble, be very noticeable, and leave victims as unrecognizable blobs of flesh and blood.

It appeared that sonic weapons were just as devastating to thralls as they were to humans. Below, the thralls were clutching their bleeding ears in agony, some of them thrashing around on the ground in agony. They were thoroughly incapacitated. Protected as they were by disrupter shields and thick power armour, the GhostWatch operatives suffered no ill effects.

Tacitus lept down first. No sound escaped him as sheets of green luminescence as brought his considerable mental powers to bear. Bolts of green lightning shot out from his arms, striking the incapacitated thralls, further exacerbating the the thralls pain. Lethal currents of electricity flowing through their bodies left the thralls writhing in the throes of electrocution. The thralls ceased all movement as they collapsed onto the ground, slightly smoking, and very much dead, their guns clattering to the ground.

The rest of the operatives arrived in short succession, Tacitus landing with an enormous thump on top of a dead body. Nisha hurried towards the captive Coalition soldier, still dazed and disorientated by the ultrasonic charge, immediately cutting away the restraints. A quick scan of his nanomachines identified as Corporal Adrian Laidlaw, 2'nd Company Mechanized Infantry. Pulling out a syringe from her medpack, she jabbed it into the corporal's exposed neck; the powerful stimulants within quickly woke him from his stupor. Taking a quick look at the thralls laying dead on the ground, Adrian quickly broke into hysteria.

"What the hell are you doing!" he screamed. "Those weren't Combine! Oh god what have we done..oh god!". The corporal broke down completely, reduced to a gibberish emotional wreck.

Kaiden shook the soldier by the shoulders gently. "What do you mean they weren't Combine? Soldier, get a grip of yourself! Explain!" It was no use. Adrian continued to sob gently, muttering under his breath such phrases as "asari", "turian", and "not Combine" over and over again.

Kaiden shook his head. "No use. He's incoherent." Whatever emotional shock Adrian had suffered through coupled with the physical trauma of the sonic blast had literally swamped nanomachines within each soldier, the machines that regulated each and every soldiers emotions through the careful administration and absorption of hormones and dopamine. Unable to handle the sudden outpouring of violent emotions, the nanomachines had simply shut down, leaving Adrian in a psychological mess. "He'll have to treated back at base." Kaiden declared.

Attaching a spare evac beacon to Adrian, Kaiden opened a comm channel and contacted the Forward Operating Base. "FOB, this is GW-U528. Requesting immediate evac for one recovered soldier. Soldier requires immediate medical attention for physiological issues related to failure of internal regulating nanomachines. Evac beacon attached, designation EB-589. How copy?"

"Solid copy." the operator reported. "EB-589 located and locked on, stand by for evac."

There was a slight warping sound and shimmering of the air, before Adrian disappeared, transported thousands of kilometers away in an instant to safety via teleport.

Tacitus padded over to the unconscious blue xeno laying on the ground. Checking for signs of life, and satisfied that the thrall was indeed merely unconscious, and not dead, Tacitus attached another beacon to it, and after contacting the FOB and alerting them to the successful capture of an unidentified thrall, stood back as the thrall too was whisked away.

"Virtuous, have you assumed control of internal systems?" Kaiden pressed.

"Affirmative. All external exits and internal alarms have been disabled. I have locked down all internal communications as well; any resistance will be highly disorganized and ineffective. Recommend proceeding to primary objective immediately."

* * *

><p>The entire command base had descended into pandemonium.<p>

First, hundreds of unidentified objects had appeared on the horizon, streaming right towards the capital. Everybody had braced for the worst.

Then in a fraction of a second, all control over the building's systems had been lost to a foreign party. External blast doors had sealed shut and refused to budge, while internal doors stubbornly refused to close; cameras had blanked out showing only static; communications had gone offline, leaving everybody unsure as to what was exactly happening. At first, they hadn't even known that there were intruders within the building: the usual alarms had failed to sound, and everybody had concluded that the failures were some sort of systems glitch that had happened at a very inopportune moment.

Then the gunfire had started.

Absolute panic had engulfed everyone. Nobody knew what was happening, nobody knew where the threat was, and worst of all, there was no method of escape. They were prisoners trapped within their own building, with their executioners casually strolling along killing everything in site, and with no way of alerting the outside world of their predicament.

Victus, along with the rest of his command staff, and the few remaining guards that he had. The blast doors sealing the room had been pulled shut manually, and overturned tables and anything that could be sued had been piled on to form a small bulwark in the center of the room. They were currently huddling in the cover of the bulwark, guns pointed at the entrance, waiting for the inevitable. It wasn't dying that Victus was afraid of; dying in battle was considered a glorious way to die in the militaristic culture of the turian people. It was being captured that he was afraid off; he shuddered just thinking of the horrors that could result from his capture.

The gunfire had long since faded away, leaving nothing but a nerve wracking silence. But now, there was something else: an ominous heavy thumping sound that was growing steadily louder. The noise stopped right in front of the heavy blast door. Victus and everyone around him gripped whatever few armaments they had, a meager collection of a few pistols and assault rifles.

He had been expecting the intruders to cut through the door, or even blast it open. Instead, what happened next took everybody by total surprise.

The 9000 kg heavy metal blast door was simply ripped off its hinges and bathed in a orange hue. A loud humming sound increased in intensity before the door was hurled away at breakneck speeds, crashing into a pair of unlucky guards and pulverizing their bodies. Victus stared in shock; he simply couldn't believe what he had just seen.

There wasn't much time for idle contemplation though, as clouds of purple smoke began to drift in, obscuring their vision. "Stick together!" he shouted. "Move to the back of the room!"

It turned out that such orders were entirely unnecessary, as streaks of neon green electricity penetrated through the fog, bypassing their kinetic barriers, and striking them dead center. Completely paralyzed and immobilized, not to mention in excruciating pain, Victus and the others collapsed on the floor, their bodies spasming by the current running through them.

4 figures moved into view: 3 of them dressed in intimidating, heavy armour, while a fourth massive robotic platform followed behind him. Unable to move or make a sound, Victus could only watch in horror as one of the aliens bent down, took a long hard look at Victus, and pulled out a syringe, stabbed it into his neck.

His vision slowly fading to black, Victus's only thought was that he wished he could have died in a more heroic manner.

Little did he know that he wasn't about to die. He was about to face something worse.

* * *

><p>While the GhostWatch operatives were busy securing the command complex, something else was happening outside.<p>

Hundreds of pods had appeared out of thin air in the middle of the capital; in streets, and alleys, in buildings, everywhere. Having all received basic military training, civilians had immediately alerted on duty military personnel about the mysterious appearance. Tensions were running high: unidentified objects were flying straight towards the capital, presumably the attack they had been waiting for, and now this?

It so happened to be that one unfortunate turian soldier, along with his squad mates, were the first to bear witness to the true nature of these objects. Expecting them to be explosives or other devices of a similar nature, they were quite surprised to see the pod open with a slight hiss and a puff of escaping vapour. Peering into it, the turian gave a terrified cry as a crab like creature leapt from the confines of the pod and affixed itself firmly to the soldier's head, its beak burrowing straight into his skull. A sickening rip could be heard as the chest armour, and indeed the soldier's chest itself was ripped apart by expanding masses of muscle and bone, forming a gaping maw lined with razor sharp teeth. Large elongated claws began growing out of his hand at an alarming rate, and the now transformed former turian soldier began shambling towards his former comrades, fully intent on killing them and devouring them. Throughout it all, muffled screams could be heard coming out from under the crab creature.

Throughout the entire city, thousands of other these creatures emerged out of their pods, affixing themselves onto unlucky turians, and proceeding to mutate them into grotesque monsters intent on death. Chaos and disorder spread, as soldiers struggled to contain the situation to no avail. Shotguns and melee weapons were most effective against the creatures, but that put them at risk of the zombies highly damaging claws, or even worse, if the crab creatures were not fully killed, "zombification". Orderly battle formations and lines were quickly swamped and cut off.

The crab creatures were called necrotics. Or, as they were commonly known as, headcrabs.

Not the headcrabs that had once been such a scourge on Earth during the occupation and the years following it. These headcrabs were specially designed as bioweapons, designed to terrorize and thin the enemy's ranks; imprinted with the target's genetic information, they were breed rapidly in specialized laboratories, packaged into pods, and the released upon their targets. The natural ability of headcrabs to distinguish potential victims based on their genetic code made for a very selective weapon; they would only zombify certain targets, while completely ignoring others.

Yet the headcrabs were not the only weapons deployed. In other parts of the city, another type of pod could be found: squat, wide-based cylindrical pods. They too cracked open, and emerged another type of creature; 4 legged insectoid creatures with a hard, diamond shaped shell at the back, with 3 overly-sized teeth forming their mouth. They had no eyes but that did not seem to impede them, compensating with their sensitive senses of smell, hearing, and touch; they swarmed about, buzzing into the air with translucent wings, burrowing into the ground only to reemerge without warning, mobbing turians as they clawed and bit at them. Engineered to recognize human and vortigaunt pheromones and protect them along with ignoring purely mechanical objects, while savagely dismembering anything else, these creatures were known as exogens, or better known as antlions. Creatures that had once terrorized and decimated the people and native fauna of Earth, the antlion had found many uses in Coalition society; food, medicinal uses, and yes, even as weapons. For every one antlion a turian killed, 2 more took its place, for the amount of antlions the pods spawned were truly uncountable.

These two creatures, headcrabs and antlions, had once been feared throughout the Earth. There had been many qualms about turning them into biological weapons, especially with headcrabs. The Combine had used headcrabs against the resistance during the occupation; towns like Ravenholm and Coonersville were testament to the effectiveness and immorality of headcrab shelling. Yet as the years progressed, and the paranoia within the Coalition had grown, the advantages of such creatures could not be passed up. Perhaps they lacked the deployability and discreetness of viruses and bacteria, but even the best engineered pathogens could mutate in unexpected ways, or not be compatible with a victim's biology. Engineered creatures were much more effective; they had rapid results, spread chaos and confusion, and lead to an unorganized, unprepared enemy. The old objections and qualms were thrown aside, and antlions and headcrabs were officially introduced into the Coalition's military arsenal. The Ark's AB department had done splendidly; AB after all was an acronym for arma biologicum, which when translated from latin, meant biological weapons.

It was amongst this that the first Coalition forces arrived. High above the skies, formations of RQ-450 First Strike UAVs screeched over the capital, particle cannons ready to fire, each UAV manned by linked combat AIs. Turian flight crews, already prepping for defensive maneuvers, lifted off into the sky to engage the hostiles in dogfights, A-61 Mantis gunships and FI/SSTO-35 interceptors lifting off from their landing pads. Tracer fire and anti-aircraft missiles and flak filled the sky, VI's and firing crews doing their best to clear the skies. The UAVs responded with lethal force and accuracy, jinking and juking to avoid enemy fire with ease; particle beams and hellfire missiles mercilessly targeted and annihilated anti-aircraft emplacements; airfields erupted into spectacular explosions as fuel tanks caught on fire, and aircraft with loaded weapons were hit; turian aircraft found themselves outgunned, outmaneuvered, and outnumbered, scores of Mantis gunships and interceptors crashing into the ground, or detonating in midair, showering the ground with debris and slag.

With air superiority all but assured, the RQ-450s moved onto their secondary role: ground support. Ground sweeping radar along with high resolution imaging cameras and targeting lasers pinpointed the exact locations of whatever turian forces had managed to regroup. Targeting lasers and ground radar provided exact coordinates for Ark teleports, allowing them to deploy groups of Excelsius Ground Suppression Mechs. Already disorganized and cut off from reinforcements by the antlion and headcrab infestations, the deployment of the Excelsius mechs within their ranks caused what ever semblance of organization and leadership there was to collapse. Armed with suppressor cannons and vulcan lasers, the mechs quickly scattered and isolated turian military forces.

The roar of nuclear thermal turbojets signaled the arrival of Skyranger dropships. Settling down on the outskirts of the city, mechanized infantry divisions and armoured units left the confines of their transports and encircled the capital, moving inwards. Hellraiser MBTs smashed through the city wall, their 11 cannons consisting of a mix of plasma cannons and pulse guns obliterating everything in their path; special teams of vortigaunts accompanied them, charging the power-hungry systems of the tanks and stunning enemy infantry with psychic and electrical attacks. Engineers were busy setting up teleport beacons and sentry turrets, erecting portable ammunition stations along with building fortifications. Infantry found great use of their portal guns within the urban environment, portaling themselves behind enemy lines or flinging unlucky turians high into the air, only for them smash down in a bloody mess. Mass effect fire was countered by pulse rounds and energy weapons; hastily made barricades were smashed apart by tau cannons and gravity guns; downed aircraft crashed into buildings and apartments, sending rubble tumbling into the streets; Coalition soldiers and armoured vehicles wielding flamethrowers spat out napalm indiscriminately, the fires inextinguishable thanks to the powdered-metal oxides contained within the fuel mixture.

Perhaps if this was a military world or heavily populated core world, the turians could have stood a chance; a tiny, miniscule chance, but a chance nonetheless. But Aephus was only an underdeveloped industrial outpost, with only one city, several coastal industrial facilities exploiting the mineral rich rocky shoreline, and barely any orbital infrastructure. There was no permanent standing military unit stationed here, only a few volunteering militia members, a small garrison consisting of mostly inexperienced recruits, and a small leadership council consisting of around 8 military veterans. Who had all been captured and were in Coalition custody.

Numbers alone did not spell the end for the turian defenders. It was the turian's inability to adapt and rigidity that spelt their end. Squadrons, lines, and formations were scattered and split apart by the panic and chaos sown by the headcrab and antlion attacks. Attempts to reform, to regroup were useless, easily countered and disrupted by Coalition teleportation technology; the armour and air support that turian squadrons had grown to rely on found themselves useless in the face of Coalition aircraft and armoured units. Turian artillery emplacements were blown to pieces by Coalition UAVs and teleported explosives. Unable to adapt and regroup, the entire turian defensive attempt collapsed into pieces.

It wasn't long before a Hellraiser tank, much like the T-54/55 tank that had rammed open the gates of the Independence Palace during the fall of Saigon in the ancient Vietnam war, smashed through the main doors of the Turian command base. A symbolic move that spelt the end of the Battle for Aephus.

* * *

><p><strong>3025 C.E<strong>

**Serpent Nebula**

**Citadel**

**Citadel Tower**

When all communications from Palven had ceased, Sparatus had refused to believe that the worst had happened. It wasn't until a the captain of a military frigate from Palaven had arrived within the Council chambers that Sparatus had been forced to confront his worst fear.

The message from the captain had been simple. "Palaven has fallen."

Upon hearing that, Sparatus had, in the first time in his career, almost fainted. Instead, he simply resigned to staring into the distance in a blank stupor.

Palven. Fallen. It was something incomprehensible to him, something that he had never imagined, even in his darkest nightmares. Palaven. It's soil trampled on by some foreign alien, the flag of the Turian Hierarchy torn from its flag post in front of the legislature, burned and defiled, and replaced by the flag of some triumphant xeno civilization. The nightime not illuminated by the millions of lights from Cipritine, but by the fires of war and conquest. Palaven, the ancestral home of turian civilization...conquered.

"Sparatus!"

It was Tevos shouting at him. She and Valern were looking at him with genuine concern on their faces.

Sparatus however saw none of that. He only felt incomprehensible rage. Rage at Tevos and Valern. Rage at the asari and salarian. Rage for them cowering behind their fleets, their people safe and secure, while his people were dying in the billions.

"Are you happy now Tevos?" he asked acerbically. "Are you satisfied now Valern?". "Because this is all your fault. It is your fault for not coming to our aid! It is your fault for not sending more ships, more soldiers to defend us! It is your fault for being cowards who refuse to fight and instead are content to watch someone else die for them!"

His rant finished, Sparatus leaned on his podium, breathing heavily, struggling to control the tears in his eyes.

There was a pregnant moment of silence before Tevos spoke up. "Under section 1 of the Citadel Conventions, it is stated that in the event that if any of the Council species homeworlds are in grave and immediate danger, it is expected that the rest of the Council devote their own resources and militaries to assist that race in the defense of their homeworlds. The Asari Republics and the Salarian Union have come to a decision: we will gather our own fleets and military forces and set out to Palaven to reinforce the Turian Hierarchy."

"Now you do this? You do this because you are forced too, not because it is the right thing to do!" Sparatus spat out.

"We will not risk our own people unnecessarily!" Valern retorted. "This is not just about you Sparatus! We have our own people to worry about! Be glad you are receiving any help at all."

"Valern, enough." Tevos said, reprimanding her colleague gently. "Sparatus, you will receive our aid." she continued, this time speaking to Sparatus. "However, a diplomatic team will be sent as well, in the hopes of establishing meaningful communication with this new race. Bloodshed is best avoided; let us hope we can create a peaceful dialogue."

"DIPLOMACY! PEACEFUL DIALOGUE!". Sparatus roared. "These people have already conquered more than a quarter of turian space! There is no negotiating with these people, whoever they may be!"

"Sparatus…" Tevos began.

"Cowardly asari!" he continued, unabated. "The time is past for diplomacy and words! War and soldiers are what is needed now!"

"Sparatus enough!" The usually calm and serene asari councillor was now positively outraged. "Do you want to drag down all of the Citadel Races into something we cannot win! Think! If we can avoid further bloodshed with diplomacy and words, then we must do so! We must do so in order to avoid more death and more ruin! Do you understand!"

Sparatus growled but he knew that he knew it was futile to argue any further. "Yes." he murmured hoarsely.

The atmosphere within the Council Chambers was oppressively dark and gloating.


	9. Revelations Part II

**I is of back! I is of alive! I is of much sorry for delay, so have a New Year's present!**

**A/N 2: Reuploaded it and hopefully, it should be readable now. **

* * *

><p><strong>3025 C.E<strong>

**Sol System, Earth, Aperture Science Interstellar Headquarters**

**Live Specimen Vivisection Chamber #4-5A**

"Don't worry. My colleagues and I are professionals after all."

Terrified and restrained to an examination table, Liara could only watch numbly as a group of aliens, similar to asari in appearance, brought forth a variety of instruments that most certainly were not pleasant looking. Talking to her was what appeared to be an AI, an abominable machine man, a synthetic being. The room she was in was a sterile white, and it reeked of antiseptics. Above her hanged a type of surgical robot, equipped with tools designed for no other purpose than to slice, burn, cut, and cauterize. She had no idea where she was, but wherever she was, it wasn't pleasant at all.

The room was cold, and without any clothing on her, Liara was freezing. An involuntary shudder passed down her naked body, something that was not missed by the AI.

"Ah yes, the room is indeed very cold." the AI said. Its voice was soothing, but not in a comforting manner. Rather, it was the manner a predator would adopt when talking to prey. "Tissue samples and organs tend to decompose and ruin rapidly when not preserved quickly, hence why this entire section is chilled to around -20 degrees celsius. It allows us to study organs and bodies for a longer period of time before preserving them. We're very sorry about having to remove your clothing. Clothes tends to get in the way when we vivisect specimens"

Tissue samples? Organs? Studying dead bodies? From the language she had extracted from the soldier on Aephus, english she believed it was called, it seemed to her that she was merely going to be dissected and then studied. Possibly alive.

"Who are you? Where am I?" she choked out.

"Ahh, no." the AI said. "We ask the questions here. I implore you to not get in the way of the scientific process. After all, there's a lot we'd like to learn from you. Like that mental rape you performed. How was that done?|

"It wasn't rap.." she started to protest, before her mouth and vocal cords clamped shut, and she found herself unable to speak.

"Hush hush you. There are currently around a million nanorobots within your bloodstream, which gives us complete control over your voluntary bodily functions. Now be quiet while I explain what will happen to you xenos scum."

"You were captured and whisked a few hundred light years to this secure laboratory in only a few hours thanks to the wonder that is the Interstellar Teleportation Network. Our technology has advanced much thanks to the 'contributions' from your masters."

"Your control over the element zero nodules within your body is fascinating as well. So are your mental powers. It gives you abilities not unlike those possessed by your masters, the Combine Advisors. I wonder if those abilities were a result of genetic engineering of their part. We'll have to find out. No no no, don't give me that look. We know you're a Combine thrall. We know your masters are the advisors. We know that you've been plotting away in deep space, plotting to finish what you started. The sooner you stop lying to us, the sooner we can get down to work."

A door whisked open, and a utility drone bearing a container flew in. The AI stopped to look at it, before breaking out into cheerful laughter.

"Ah excellent. It appears that our examination in the other room has been completed."

Holding down the container over her head, the AI slid a panel aside to reveal a floating brain suspended within some kind of solution, with various wires attached to it. Liara tried to scream, but her mouth refused to open.

"This is the brain of another Combine thrall we captured. A high ranking one we believe, something that had a high position in the military hierarchy. A General Victus I think it was called. It was a shame that it wouldn't talk to us about anything. We had to kill about a hundred captured thralls just to construct a rudimentary translator to talk to it. Pity that an organic-brain data extractor tends to kill its subjects, and can only extract a small quantity of information."

Finding that she could once again speak, Liara said horrified: "You've killed him!".

The synthetic shrugged. "Eh, not exactly. When it refused to divulge any more information, we vivisected it bit by bit, organ by organ, until we were left with its brain, and without anesthetic I might add. It's in this container right here. It's still technically alive, but in a state of complete sensory deprivation. It can't see, talk, hear, feel, or do anything really other then think."

It held up the container, examining it in the light. "It's been observed that extracting information from a brain is best done when the brain has no sensory input." the AI remarked. "Helps to remove the clutter of audio, visual, kinesthetic signals coming from a body. Without such signals, the brain is left along with its thoughts, making extraction of information much more simpler. Anyways, I digress. Let's talk about you."

The surgical machine over her began to descend, the other aliens in the room crowding around her.

"You're obviously not a combat unit." the AI continued. "You're probably a sort of high ranking administrative unit, or something like that. Someone who hasn't been cybernetically or genetically modified, a collaborator perhaps. You're also probably privy to a lot more information than all our other prisoners. You can also speak and understand english. So this is how it's going to go: either you answer any question we ask you, and we'll give you a quick, painless death. Or, you can end up like your friend Victus over here, and feel every sensation as we pull apart your body."

The surgical robot began to unfold, blades and lasers starting up, while the humans marked lines and other indicators on her body using laser. "I really wouldn't like to waste this opportunity. It took quite a few live specimens and corpses to determine your species biology and biochemistry, so these nanomachines would work. Even then, it still took forever adapting them so they would work for you. It would be a shame if you refused to cooperate."

"What do you want me to ask about?" she gasped, panicking.

"Oh, we have a few questions based on the information extracted from the other prisoners. Like where is the 'Citadel'? What other races do the Combine control? Why haven't they acted sooner? Why are they using primitive mass effect tech instead of dark energy tech? And don't think of lying or using your element zero powers. The nanomachines will tell us when you lie, and stop you from using your powers."

"I'M NOT A COMBINE!" she yelled.

"Tsk tsk, wrong answer."

The machine descended closer and closer, the whining of the surgical machinery growing louder by the moment.

"PLEASE, YOU HAVE TO BELIEVE ME!"

"Well, if you want to die slowly and painfully, then be my...wait what? What do you mean its telling the truth?!"

The human motioned at some sort of tablet like device. "The readings indicate that its is indeed telling the truth."

"Preposterous. Recalibrate the sensors and try again."

The human tapped the device a few times, swiping and jabbing at some invisible menu, before nodding towards the AI. "Excellent, let us proceed." it said. "What is the colour of your skin?"

Surprised by the question, it took Liara a few moments before she answered. "Uh, blue?".

There was a beeping sound, and the AI nodded in satisfaction. "Now, tell us where the rest of the Combine in this universe are." The surgical machine once again began its slow descent downwards.

"Please, I don't know anything!"

Another beep.

If the AI had any facial expressions, its face would have shown either utter shock or disbelief. Slowly, almost as if afraid of whatever would could come next, the AI turned to look at her face. "Who are you?" is asked quietly.

Silently crying, she tearfully replied: "I am Liara T'Soni, archeologist, member of the asari race, a council member of the Citadel races."

Another beep.

**3025 C.E**

**Sol System, Earth, Aperture Science Interstellar Headquarters**

**Secure Teleporter Lobby**

There was a brief flare of displacement energy as the Xen Teleporter linking the Aperture Science's Interstellar Headquarters and Enrichment Center to the rest of the Interstellar Teleportation Network activated, depositing General Lee and his entourage into the Enrichment Center itself. Armed guards snapped to attention, saluting as Lee walked by.

"General Lee." greeted Michelle Johnson, direct descendant of Cave and Chell Johnson, and administrator of Aperture Science. "I'm glad that you could be here on time."

"Administrator Johnson. I'm very pleased to see you again." Lee greeted in return. "The Director said there was something urgent that I needed to see. What is it?"

The smile dropped from her face. "It would be best if the Director spoke to you personally. She's waiting for you." she said, motioning towards a waiting elevator.

Stepping into the elevator, the doors slid shut and the elevator began its descent into the lower levels of Aperture, cushioned by its anti-gravity generator. Down and down they went, the glass walls of the elevator allowing Lee to gaze out at the vast underground caverns of the facility. The entire building was quite literally in motion; walls and floors were disassembled and reassembled in different configurations fluidly, as new sterile-white testing chambers, workshops, and laboratories were created on demand; piping and portals brought down materials and supplies from storage rooms; rooms were hooked onto rails and moved to where they were needed, hard light bridges and excursion funnels activating to link them to other parts of the facility.

They passed into Enrichment Shaft 3,which was located 10 kilometers underneath the surface a cheerful digital display announced. This deep into the Earth's crust, temperatures could reach up to 200 degrees celsius, necessitating the use of heavy-duty cooling equipment. Pipes and tubes of coolant wrapped the interior wall of the shaft, whisking away geothermal heat and transporting them to mighty power plants below them, that helped power the entire facility in tandem with the dark energy reactors. Wisps of water vapour could be seen, as moisture condensed and evaporated on the pipes.

The Enrichment Shaft was where most of Aperture's classified research and development occurred, and it was no surprise to Lee that it was immense. Throbbing orbs of contained dark energy shot off streams of exotic and negative matter, providing astronomical amounts of energy; engineers and scientists traveled from workplace to workplace via portals and catwalks, while drones floated alongside them, carrying instruments, tools, materials, and cargo. See-through walls showed bizarre experiments and devices; high-pressure jets of some chemical ignited a barrier of concrete on fire; what appeared to be a short, glowing blue pillar managed to assemble a series of functional construction drones from the floor itself; a swarm of black dots grouped together to fabricate a chair, a table, plates, and walls in rapid succession; thick, viscous, goo poured out of a shattered barrier, before shaping itself and merging itself with the wall, repairing it. In a laboratory with a large warning sign saying "Warning: Temporal Displacement Experiments Active", a group of scientists were scribbling onto data boards and muttering to each other, looking every now and then at the large computer dominating the center of the lab.

The elevator finally stopped, the doors swooshing open to reveal a long corridor leading to a heavy and sturdy-looking blast door. As the pair walked down the hallway, security cameras and drones monitored their every step, while laser grids and plasma screens stood on guard, ready to incinerate them if their identities did not match the security databases. They stopped at the end of the corridor in front of the blast door, a glowing panel in front of them.

"After you." Michelle offered.

Lee plunged his hand into the panel, the silvery liquid-metal like substance flowing around it. While it appeared to be a simple security system, nothing could be further from reality. Tiny pinpricks could be felt, as the scanners checked, double checked, and triple checked his biometrics. Nanomachines suspended within the liquid-substance inspected his fingerprints his handprints, DNA, heartbeat, even the nano-enhancements and genemods within his body, nothing was left unturned. Eventually, the panel turned green, and Lee was allowed to retract his hand. Michelle inserted her hand into the panel, and soon, she too was cleared to proceed.

The blast door slid open, emancipation grids and disrupter shields deactivating to reveal the interior of the chamber. And lo and behold, there she was, the Director herself. Known in ancient times as the AI GLaDOS, the Director was suspended from the ceiling motionless, looking at the the display screens that showed the hundreds of test and experiments going on within the facility.

Ancient tales, dating back to when the Enrichment Center had first been rediscovered, described GLaDOS as resembling a bound women hanging upside down, polished white plating adorning her, thick cables and wiring attaching her to mainframes and processing units above, while a slightly disturbing yellow optic gazed calculatingly at people. Of course, that was nearly a millennia ago, and technology had advanced significantly within that time period; GlaDOS's body had changed to reflect that.

The toroidal databases and processors she had been attached to were no more. Ancient magnetic hard drives and solid-state drives had been replaced by black and red storage devices composed of crystals, photopolymers, atomic records, and phase-state drives; thin, parallel plates extended downwards, packed closed together to maximize storage capacity. Old, archaic silicon circuits had given way to three-dimensional germanium chips, and even those had been replaced long ago by molecular switches and quantum qubits; the entire ceiling was covered in blocky processing units, quadrillions of bytes of data passing through in optical pulses or exchanged via entangled quantum pairs every microsecond. Thick, clunky wiring and cables had been replaced with more streamlined and efficient strands of room-temperature superconductors and optical fibers. Pipes and tubing containing liquefied coolants wrapped around the components of the AI, keeping her functioning at maximum efficiency.

The AI swung around to face the pair intruding into her inner sanctum, coldly looking at them with her yellow optic. Lee shuddered involuntarily. Even though Aperture Science, AIs and the Coalition governments had had a long and mutually beneficial partnership with one another, to stand face to face with an AI of such intellect and cunning as GLaDOS was still an unnerving experience, as many past visiting dignitaries had stated. Her early history did not help calm Lee's fear, even though he knew it was completely irrational.

The cold, feminine, yet robotic voice of GLaDOS rang out. "Administrator Johnson." she said, focusing on Michelle. "I see that you have brought the good general here."

"Yes Director." Michelle affirmed. "You mentioned something about the tests and interrogations from the capture subjects?"

"Indeed Administrator. Though that is a matter for the General's ears, is it not? Please, leave us for the time being."

The quasi-predatory gaze of the AI turned to focus on Lee. "General Lee. I welcome you to our Enrichment Center. I trust that you find our facilities impressive?"

"Indeed Director. I am most impressed by the scope and size of your facility. Aperture is after all the largest applied sciences organization within the Coalition."

GLaDOS laughed softly. "I am not surprised. Here at Aperture, without the need to turn a profit, we can apply all our efforts towards science. I must thank you and your government for providing such us with such generous quantities of resources."

The chamber darkened and a display appeared, showing videos and pictures of captured Combine thralls.

"I'll get straight to the point General." GLaDOS said. "The government seems to have made a critical error."

"What error Director?"

"The aliens we are currently at war with. They are not Combine."

It took Lee a few moments to comprehend what he was hearing, and even then, he could scarcely believe what he was hearing.

"I'm sorry, what did you say?" Lee replied, incredulous and unbelieving.

"The aliens we are at war with. Not Combine. Captured computer data and interrogations have proven this."

"Impossible." he snapped. "For Freeman's sake, the Prothean archives warned us about a great destroyer, coming out from the unknown, using the mass relays and advanced element zero technology! These foul xenos match this description perfectly!"

"It appears that that was a mistake." GLaDOS said. "Computer records and interrogations of subjects reveal that the aliens we believed to be Combine are in fact members of another interstellar civilization known as the Citadel Council."

"How was this not known earlier?! We had captured enemy computers and databanks days ago! Why is this information only available now!"

"It takes time and large amounts of processing power to decode an unknown computer code or language, and even longer if the code was constructed by completely alien hands. The databanks and computers captured were all coded using a completely unknown computer language, one that matched no known Combine computer code. It took several days to even begin to interpret the data, and then an even longer period of time to translate the data into a format comprehendible to organic beings."

"If this code was completely unknown, then how did our cyberwarfare attacks succeed?"

"I expected someone of your status to at least be fluent in how cyber warfare works General." the AI said in an annoyed tone. "The current accepted method of cyber warfare is to force an enemy computer to execute a program composed of foreign or unknown code. To give you an analogy, it is somewhat like forcing a normal household computer to run an AI self-adaptation script. If the computer runs it, it would become permanently and cease to function in a normal way."

Lee fell silent for a moment before he spoke up again. "Show me the computer records."

The display adapted to display a collection of documents, complete with pictures, videos, and detailed entries. The entries were in crude and often broken english, but at least they were completely comprehendible.

From what he understand, the aliens they were fighting against were in fact a species called "Turians", who were also key members of an interstellar organization known as the Citadel Council. The Citadel in turn was a massive space station, small by Coalition standards (the Citadel was about the size of a Leviathan), located at the center of the mass relay network. The Citadel had apparently been built by the Protheans and then left abandoned when their race disappeared. This struck Lee as interesting; nowhere within the Prothean archives had the Protheans mentioned the construction of the Citadel.

Oh this was bad. Very bad. If the Coalition had indeed been mistaken and had unknowingly attacked another civilization, then the consequences could be disastrous. If the public ever caught wind of this...there could be anarchy and rioting throughout the hundred star systems. Revolts even, insurrectionist attacks.

"What about their technological progress?" he asked.

"Mainly element zero based." GLaDOS replied, amused by the fact that any civilization would continue to rely on such a weak technological base. "They have yet to learn how to manipulate dark energy and dark matter directly, and instead settle for using element zero as a medium, using it to raise and lower the mass of objects. These aliens call it 'mass effect'. We call it 'horribly inefficient technology fit only for degenerates that we have long since surpassed'. Additionally, it appears that this civilization has little capacity for scientific innovation or discovery. All their science and technology is based of that of the Protheans. "

"And I'm assuming that element zero is non-toxic to them". As anyone in the Coalition was aware, humans and vortigaunts exposed to element zero tended to develop rapidly metastasizing cancers, and usually wound up dead within several hours.

"That is true. Autopsies and vivisections reveal that certain individuals are able to incorporate nodules of element zero within themselves, and when properly stimulated either through biological means or cybernetically, they can utilize mass effect fields. Their resistance to element zero must be great indeed, if they can incorporate element zero within their bodies and not drop dead."

"What about the autopsy and vivisection reports? Have those experiments ceased?"

"Those experiments have been halted." GLaDOS sighed. "A pity. What a bounty of scientific data those bodies had."

A video feed appeared, showing a disturbingly human-looking blue alien sitting alone in an isolation cell.

"This is the alien that was reported within after-action report AAR-57. The one that reportedly intruded into a soldier's mind and forcibly extracted critical information from it. Among the information that it apparently extracted was a basic understanding of the Coalition and an understanding of the english language. While we would like to further investigate this ability, all scientific experiments and examinations have been halted for the time being."

Lee shuddered. The ability to intrude into other beings mind and then rummage through it like some container….it was too similar to the psychic abilities possessed by the horrid Combine Advisors. Even the vortigaunts didn't have such psychic powers; while the vortessence could most certainly kill and cause mental damage, it could never take control of another being nor unwillingly probe another person's mind.

GLaDOS continued, not noticing Lee's reaction, or is she did notice, not caring. "Further interrogation of this being, and other prisoners once a rudimentary translator had been constructed confirmed the computer data."

How had it come to this? They should have known...why had they only realized this now?

There was no time to stand idle. If what he had seen was indeed true, then immediate action had to be taken.

"Director, can you forward an information package to the parliament?"

"Administrator Johnson has already seen to that."

"Thank you Director. I must really be going now."

With that, Lee broke into a sprint, running back towards the elevator and the teleport. GLaDOS chuckled internally. Organics, human especially. So wrapped up in paranoia and fear about past events, blundering into mistakes, and then desperately trying to correct them. To tell the truth, GLaDOS didn't care. She was in it for the science. As long as the Coalition government continued to provide Aperture the necessary resources to further the cause of science and continued to support Aperture's research, she would not concern herself with the ongoings of the government and the Coalition.

She turned her attention back towards her facility. Now, what to do with the thousands of corpses and removed brains…..

**3025 C.E**

**Citadel Joint Task Force Liberation Fleet**

**9 Light Months Outside Palaven Sphere of Influence**

**Asari Dreadnought **_**Destiny Forsaken**_

The bridge of the _Destiny Forsaken _was eerily silent.

A combination of nervousness, fear, and resentment permeated the atmosphere, coming off from everybody on the bridge, and indeed, everyone in the fleet. Nervousness and fear from the asari and salarians having to face off with an completely unknown race, one that had single handedly bulldozed its way through a quarter of turian space with no sign of stopping. Resentment and hatred from the turians at how reluctantly the other two council members had so reluctantly come to their aid, and how they had waited until Palaven itself to even lift a finger. Needless to say, cooperation and moral amongst the three council species that composed the liberation, no, "diplomatic" fleet, was rather lacking to say the least.

It certainly didn't help that the time needed to travel from the mustering point at the Citadel to Palaven was far longer than usual. Normally, all it would to travel to Palaven from the Citadel was a straightforward relay jump directly from the Serpent Nebula to the Apien Crest. Unfortunately, out of all the things that could have happened, the mass relay that connected the Apien Crest to the rest of the relay network had gone offline, cutting off the turian homeworld from reinforcements. A journey that normally would have taken less than 5 seconds had been extended to more than 6 hours, as the fleet was forced to take Silean relay to the Silean Nebula, then transit through a series of secondary relays before finally undergoing a 5 hour conventional FTL journey to Palaven.

Admiral Kelora T'vena drummed her fingers against the armrest of her chair restlessly, staring blankly out of the main viewport at the swirling blue mists flowing over the ship. Down below on the bridge deck, Matriarch Benezia was holding an impromptu last minute conference with her diplomatic team, checking over the diplomatic package they had prepared and calming down the highly agitated and emotional turian ambassador team. The package, a digital archive written in prothean, the three main languages of Citadel space (High Thessian, Turian, and Salarian), along with descriptive diagrams and images of the fibonacci sequence, the first 100 prime numbers, and the 1420 to 1666 megahertz range on the electromagnetic spectrum (a frequency that should be instantly recognizable to any species dependent on water), would be broadcasted amongst a wide variety of radio bandwidths and light waves and would contain everything a new species needed to know about the rest of the civilized galaxy: maps, governmental, biological, and economic data, scientific and technological knowledge, and a carefully assembled collection of greetings and cultural works from various species.

Even though Kelora had absolute faith in Benezia's diplomatic and negotiation skills (Benezia hadn't become one of the most influential and powerful matriarchs in asari space for nothing), she had less faith in the unknown species' ability to listen to peace and reason. What sane race would attack upon an peaceful expedition fleet without warning, before conducting a brutal and uncalled for rampage across turian space. It was even more disturbing to remember that said species possessed technology far in advance over any known species; Desolas's reports had indicated such bizarre and unthinkable things as "dark energy weapons", "impossible materials and metal alloys", and even the ability to dismantle a mass relay. A violent and possibly insane species in possession of such lethal technology….the thought sent a cold shiver down Kelora's spine.

Their conference finished, Benezia walked up the stairs to where Kelora was sitting. "How much longer until we reach Palaven?" she inquired, standing besides her chair joining her at looking out the viewport.

"At least 20 more minutes." Kelora replied, still staring out. "We'll have to drop by Essenus to allow the dreadnoughts and cruisers to discharge their static buildup. After that, it'll be a straight jump to Palaven's SOI."

Benezia said nothing in return. There was nothing to say. Instead, they watched as the blue shimmer of FTL travel dissipated to reveal shattered and floating wreckage orbiting brown orange hulk of the gas giant Essenus. What was once a major fuel depot and helium-3 extraction center was now no more than debris, trapped in a gradually decaying orbit around the planet. The fleet did not idle for long, only staying long enough to discharge their built up static charge from their long FTL jump, before resuming their course to Palaven.

Cold sweat broke out over Kelora's back as they jumped. She had no idea what she would find, and personally, is she had had the choice, she would have never elected to find out.

**3025 C.E**

**Coalition Task Force Omega**

**In-Polar orbit Above Palaven **

**CSS Annihilator**

**7 Hours into the Bombardment of Palaven**

Quiet moments of silence and solitude were best enjoyed without millions of other psychic voices talking to him. Moments like right now. There was something oddly peaceful about watching a planet tear itself apart hundreds of kilometers above its surface.

Continental-sized storms of pulverized matter, grinded down by the singularities, swirled high into the air, blotting out the light of the distant star; the surface was blanketed in darkness, with dusty-brown lighting shining through the thick clouds. Where the surface was still visible through the thick storms, mountain range, plains, forests, cities, and almost everything on the surface could be seen coming apart atom by atom, debris flying up to join the growing mass of clouds; like a giant vacuum cleaner, the surface was being sucked away bit by bit by the singularity clusters to feed their voracious appetites. Another few hours of teleporting the singularity clusters down onto the surface, and the storms would reach critical mass. Once they did, the entire planet would collapse into itself, leaving nothing but a tangled web of high-density strings of dark matter behind.

Too easy. That was Ulysses. Everything had been far too easy. Primitive weaponry. Using tactics and weaponry that didn't fit the Combine's method of operation. Surprise and shock at teleportation technology; the Combine were well aware that humanity and the Coalition possesed teleportation devices. Cybersecurity and computer technology that would have made even the old Civil Protection laugh at how antiquated it was.

But the evidence...he simply couldn't ignore the evidence. The Prothean archives stating about a great destroyer, something that had wiped out their civilization, something that had traversed the stars using mass relays. and element zero. The mass relays themselves, made out of unobtainium, a substance that was unobtainable in the natural universe and could only be manufactured by combine technology. An armada of ships that had arrived in Coalition space using a mass relay, utilized element zero...it had to be the Combine.

Maybe. The logic seemed fine within his mind. Or maybe it was that centuries of ingrained paranoia, fear, and suspicion ingrained within society was clouding his judgement. Blind panic and xenophobia had a tendency to convince people that anything that was unknown was a threat.

Yes, order were orders. Ulysses acknowledged that. But it was more than that. They couldn't risk another repeat of the 7 hour war. They couldn't risk a repeat of what happened all those years ago, couldn't risk losing the freedom they had achieved at such a high cost. Even with the Coalition as strong as it was, another invasion by the Combine, no matter how weakened or isolated they were, could devastate civilization. No, the cancer had to be put down as quickly as possible; no chances could be taken, even if it turned out they had been completely wrong and had inadvertently committed genocide.

Anything to ensure the safety and survival of the Coalition.

The relative peace and serenity of the bridge was abruptly disturbed as proximity alerts sounded off. On the environmental sensor display, a clustering of symbols representing unknown contacts appeared; the display flickered for a moment as the Overseer AI calculated their orbital trajectory, before indicating that the contacts were heading on a direct intercept course for them.

"Tactical! Give me the situation!" Ulysses ordered.

The hologram of the Overseer shimmered into existence, its expression calmed and composed. "Multiple ships have been detecting coming out of FTL on a direct intercept orbit with us. Ships are of unknown origin, though FTL and energy signatures are consistent with those of element zero. Approximately 2 thirds of the fleet are not consistent with the design of the previous Combine ships detected."

"I knew it was too easy." he snarled. "Dispatch fighters and order all ships within defensive positions. Fire at the earliest opportune moment!"

"Acknowledged sir. Dispatching orders to all tactical...hold sir. Operations is reporting that they've detected an unidentified object moving towards us, velocity 3 meters a second. Combine fleet appear to be powering down their weapons and lowering shields."

"Prepare to open fire!"

"But sir, they may be attempting to communicate…."

"There is no communication with them! Prepare to engage!"

"I..yes sir."

Fighters screeched off into the void, escorting bombers and strike-ships as they raced to intercept the incoming fleet. The mighty capital ships slowly rotated to face backwards, gyroscopes and gravitational manipulators straining to move the massive ships. Carriers moved deeper into the formation, their designated escorts moving to shield them, as they unleashed their cargo of interceptors and snub fighters. A flurry of digital signals was exchanged between ships, AIs and crew members assessing the situation.

The Combine fleet did nothing as they approached, holding position some distance away from them. No weapons were discharged, no fighters launched, nothing to indicate aggressiveness was displayed. To others, it may have appeared as a sign of peace and good intentions.

To the Coalition fleet, it was nothing more than an opportune moment to strike.

In an instant, nuclear cannon fire, dark energy lances, plasma torpedoes, a whole barrage of fire slammed into the Combine fleet.

**3025 C.E**

**Citadel Joint Task Force Liberation Fleet**

**Palaven Polar Orbit**

**60 km away from Alien Fleet**

**Asari Dreadnought **_**Destiny Forsaken**_

As the Citadel fleet slowly drifted close to the alien fleet, Benezia couldn't help but worry. Centuries of diplomatic experience allowed her to maintain a cool composure on the outside, but internally, she was racked with emotions.

Her worry for Liara was one of them.

Aephus had been the first planet to go dark, and Liara had been on there on a university sponsored archeological dig. No other news had arrived from the planet, nor the rest of the vast swath of space that had become isolated and cut off after the invasion. Even though she knew that Liara was most likely dead, captured, or worse, she still clung onto that tiny bit of hope that Liara was safe somewhere.

But the most powerful emotions were directed at Palaven.

"By the goddess." she whispered fearfully. "What happened?"

The close analogy she could come up with was that some cosmic vacuum cleaner had descended upon the planet and was sucking up everything in its path. Nothing was spared it seemed; the entire planet was consuming itself, hundreds of black holes devouring it. She had seen pictures and vids of the krogan asteroid drops on turian worlds during the Krogan rebellions, the devastation they had wrought on planets. What she was seeing now was far far worse.

Temperature on the surface were reaching thousands of degrees, sparking large scale forest fires in whatever forests and jungles left. Radiation levels were off the scale, even for Palaven; the surface reeked of ionizing radiation, a result of atoms and electrons being violently shredded. Dark energy levels were unlike anything she had seen before; no amount of element zero could produce readings of such magnitude. The magnetosphere had been utterly ruined, readings fluctuating widely, going from nonexistent to ridiculously high within seconds. Gravity was slowly declining, no doubt a result of the planet's mass being slowly consumed.

"60 kilometers away from alien fleet." an officer reported. "Diplomatic package is away. Still no response."

While 60 kilometers might have been a long distance in terrestrial terms, in space, where objects orbited at more than 8 kilometers a second, 60 kilometers was but a few moments. Add in mass effect weaponry that could fire at a fraction of the speed of light and GARDIAN laser batteries that could cross hundreds of thousands of kilometers within seconds, and 60 kilometers really wasn't that far away.

So when the first energy spikes and weapons fire were detected, the Citadel fleet only had few moments to react, before a flood of enemy fire came smashing into them.

The frigates at the front were the first to go, followed closely by the Salarian support ships tailing them. Great streaks of exotic weapons fire easily pierced through their shields, shattering hulls and skewering critical structures, while nuclear detonations sent emp shockwaves rippling throughout space, frying the dedicated computers and circuitry within starships. Hordes of interceptors and bombers came after, engaging in dogfights with disorientated citadel starfighters, launching torpedoes and capital-ship killer missiles, GARDIAN laser fire matching their movements and attempting to neutralize them.

"All weapons free!" Kelora screeched. "Return fire!"

A deep thudding echoed throughout the ship as the _Destiny Forsaken_'s spinal cannon fired, a single shell cruising at a fraction of the speed of light joining hundreds of other shells as they flew towards the alien fleet. The thudding became rhythmic pounding, as the main cannon continued to fire, intermingling amongst the cannon fire of smaller mass accelerators.

Whatever kind of technology these aliens were using, it was obviously far superior to Citadel tech. For all their effort, they might as well have been chucking rocks at an armoured vehicle; each projectile seemingly vanished in an orange haze the moment they contacted the enemy shields. A barrage of exotic energy weapons fire slice through an asari cruiser, its lights and engines going out as a new exhaust port was ripped throughout its body. Explosions tore off the rear half of a salarian frigate, as a trio of enemy fighters delivered a package of torpedoes, bypassing its shields completely. Onboard a turian dreadnought, crew members screamed in agony, as invisible beams of lethal radiation melted their bodies from the inside out, while the dreadnought slammed itself into another dreadnought, its onboard navigation computers corrupted by millions of conflicting signals coming from robotic terror drones onboard. The Citadel fleet was being ripped apart, with more ships falling by the minute.

The _Destiny Forsaken_ shuddered, as a glancing blow ripped into one of the dreadnoughts utility wings. On the ship status screen, a buzzing alert indicated that reactor output had dropped by 30%, and that fires had started in several of the life support recyclers that were rapidly spreading into the surrounding corridors. Another hit rocked the ship, as torpedoes detonated near the main fire control center and communications array, followed by a blow from a dark energy lance. The thudding of the mass effect cannon ceased, only to be replaced by a violent shaking as the supports of the fire control center gave way, and it came crashing down into engineering. A deep thunderous roar spread throughout the dreadnought as several secondary reactors overloaded, destabilizing the _Destiny Forsaken's _superstructure and causing several more decks to come crashing down, sparking further detonations and fires.

Rapidly filling with toxic smoke and dimly illuminated by dimly flickering lighting, the CIC and bridge was an utter mess. Coughing deeply, Kelora struggled to recover herself. Pushing off the body of a dead crewmember, she resumed her post and assessed the situation. The bridge was choked with debris; support beams had come falling down, and electrical sparking threatened to ignite any flammable source nearby. A great crack ran down the bridge window, and it looked ready to break at any moment. Half of the bridge crew were dead, crushed by falling debris or thrown violently into bulkheads,the deck slick with blood. The other half were pushing themselves up, bruised and battered, and trying to assess the damage and wrestle back any control of the ship. Benezia clambered up, a bloody gash ripped into her cheek, gently pushing off the corpse of the Volus representative of her body.

Bringing up the damage assessment panel on the main display, Kelora was frustrated when the holographic emitter flickered for a moment, before sparking violently and shutting down. Activating an old fashioned, but reliable, LCD display, she scrolled down the damage assessment list. It wasn't good.

The loss of the secondary reactors had not only dropped the total power output down to a meager 20%, but had also caused damage to the primary reactor (operating at 30% efficiency), and the loss of engineering meant that the tertiary backup reactors were now refusing to start. Only the most basic of systems were online: life support, interior sensors and comms, shields, and door control. The destabilization of the superstructure had caused the decks containing external communications, fire control, the medbay, internal drone control, and the emergency battery bay to collapse. Fire suppression was offline, with raging fires rapidly spreading throughout the corridors; interior cameras painted a grim scene, as what few crewmembers were still alive were running for their lives as emergency doors came sliding down to contain the fires. Navigation was completely shot: the EMP pulses compounded with the widespread damage to the ship had corrupted the VI programs. Considering that they were sitting targets, it was a miracle that hadn't been completely destroyed yet.

The main engines were completely offline, venting plasma in random directions as gyroscopes struggled to maintain the ships orientation. Shields were barely working, and even then, they likely wouldn't be able to do any good. GARDIAN laser batteries and mass accelerator cannons were offline. Reaction control systems were offline. Fleet-wide communications were offline. Backup signaling devices were offline. Distress beacons: offline. Escape systems: offline. Inertial dampeners: system not detected. Secondary propulsion system: unresponsive. Backup tertiary chemical propulsion: partially responsive.

More enemy fire ripped into the ship, chunks of the ship flying off, while what remaining systems there were continued to shut down. Another nuclear blast shredded apart the remaining shields and set about broiling the underside of the ship, and computer systems failed as the EMP wave washed over them. The artificial gravity finally gave out as the primary reactor finally gave out and the sensation of weightlessness took hold. All systems died onboard the ship, as the last drops of power were consumed.

Bodies, debris, blood, everything that wasn't tied down started to float away from the floor, and crew members desperately grasped at anything to stop themselves from floating away. Lights went out, plunging the ship into darkness. The comforting holo-displays winked out, and the steady humming of the reactors faded out. A deathly silence filled the dreadnought, punctuated only by the thudding and shuddering of the ship as enemy fire continued to pound into it. Without any power, they were officially sitting ducks, unable to do anything.

As another energy lance tunneled through the _Destiny Forsaken_, Kelora turned to Benezia and smiled sadly. There was nothing to be done. They were dead asari.

Closing her eyes, Kelora prepared to meet the goddess.

And was greatly surprised when her demise never came.

Opening her eyes, Kelora barely caught a glimpse of the alien ships moving away from the battlefield, before engaging their FTL drives and vanishing from the system.

Her confusion and relief was cut short as the tertiary generators finally came online, and the artificial gravity re-engaged. She was unceremoniously dumped back onto the deck, debris, bodies, and other crewmembers following her.

Backup emergency lighting activated, and minimum systems came back online. Rubbing her jaw, she stared blankly out the cracked viewport. The rest of the diplomatic fleet was in no better condition. Most of the ships had been outright destroyed, and what few were in states of irreparable damage.

"What happened?" Benezia asked. "Why did they leave?"

"I don't know." she responded. Recovering herself, she surveyed the damage. The _Destiny Forsaken_ was probably a lost cause; damage was simply too severe. All communication were offline, and even if they managed to repair their comms array, they wouldn't be able to contact the Citadel without a extranet buoy.

"Get to repairing life support and power systems." she ordered. "See if we can restore external comms."

"And pray we aren't witnessing the end of our days." she muttered under her breath, looking at the slowly decaying planet below.

* * *

><p><strong>AN: So yeah, I'm back. And with a new chapter to boot!**

**Sorry for the long delay, it was really inexcusable for me to drag it out for so long. As an additional note, reviews good sirs/madams, reviews! Artistic criticism is always appreciated. **


	10. Worlds Collide

**3025 C.E**

**Sol**

**Sol Sphere**

**[location classified by order of MJ12]**

4 AI intelligences of the Coalition Intelligence Council met in a secure server room on the Sol Sphere.

"Well..this has been a most unusual turn of events."

"Indeed it has been. Fortunately, actions have been taking to address it."

"How has the general populace reacted?"

"General sentiment has been one of relief for the most part. The news that the beings we encountered at Shanxi were not Combine thralls has been greatly welcomed. I do however expect that the mood will sour within the next few days."

"That will have to be addressed as well."

"Nothing that we cannot handle."

"Still, it will have to be addressed."

"Our primary attention is that of negotiations with these Citadel races. Has Ambassador Udina been dispatched?"

"CLV _Borealis_ was dispatched several hours ago. They're expected to arrive at the 'Citadel' soon."

"They'll want heavy reparations from us."

"And what can they do to make us pay them? Yes, we will make light reparations to at least make small gesture of peace, but there is nothing more we will do. No technology will be exchanged, no trade or anything else."

"And who will handle relations with the Citadel races? The Intelligence Council has its hands full already managing internal affairs."

"Majestic-12 has been reactivated."

"MJ-12? I thought they had been deactivated, and their responsibilities given to Xen Control?"

"Yes. Hence the term, 'reactivated'. They will deal with the Citadel races from now on."

"Who will lead them?"

"Jack Harper has been selected. He will report directly to us."

"In that case, I see nothing else that needs to be addressed. We will reconvene when Ambassador Udina returns from the negotiations."

"Until the next time."

* * *

><p><strong>3025 C.E<strong>

**Serpent Nebula**

**CLV **_**Borealis**_

Coalition ships varied widely in size. There were tiny frigates coming in at 200 meters in length, the iconic dreadnoughts with their impressive length of 15 kilometers, and the mighty super carriers, which were 25 kilometers long.

Then there were the Leviathans.

At 50 kilometers in length, the Leviathans were the absolute limit in Coalition shipbuilding technology. Clad in a thick, durable hull of unobtainium and nano-engineered carbon, protected by layers of nano-fluidic reactive armour, sporting disrupter shields powerful enough to soak up unbelievable amounts of enemy fire, and bearing enough firepower to utterly smash apart a planet, the Leviathans were the final say in interstellar firepower and might. Each Leviathan could house millions of personnel, hordes of mechanized divisions and planetary assault armies, and hundreds of thousands of starfighters. Sectors of nano-fabricators, refineries and assemblers devoured power from the dark energy reactors and raw resources brought in by mining vessels to construct automated attack and repair drones, vehicles, weapons munitions, and even to repair damage to the ship. Hundreds of teleporters were scattered around the superstructure; xen-relay teleports linking the vessel to the Interstellar Teleportation Network, allowing resupply missions and crew rotations even when the ships were light years from Coalition space; Aperture wormhole teleporters, designed to ferry armies, Arks, Planetary Command Centers, and anything that was needed down onto the battlefield within a split-second. Only 5 Leviathans had ever been built, expensive and time-consuming to construct as they were. The _Terran Winter_, _Gordon Freeman_, _Earth Ascendant_, _Adrian Shephard, _and the _Borealis_; to command one of these mighty ships was a status of greatness and prestige.

The Leviathans were mighty, powerful, indomitable, and awe-inspiring.

They were incredibly unwieldy, along with being difficult to use and limited in their use.

So much power and energy was required to operate a Leviathan that tens of dark energy reactors were required, an exorbitant amount considering that 3 or 5 was all that was necessary to operate a dreadnought. That amount of dark energy and dark matter, concentrated into such a small space meant that a Leviathan generated a noticeable gravity well; this meant that parking an Leviathan in orbit often meant greatly disturbing the orbits of other ships and satellites, and if the planet was small enough, even disrupting its orbit around its parent star. It was not uncommon for stray asteroids and space debris to become trapped around a Levithan, stuck in its gravity well. The sheer mass of a Leviathan meant that it was incredibly difficult to turn it even a few degrees and ensured that even with powerful plasma engines, Leviathans could only move at a snail's pace, making them unsuitable for spearheading assaults or outflanking other ships. While the sheer firepower available was undeniable, it was without precision or flexibility; it was only capable of unleashing a torrential firestorm that utterly annihilated anything in its path, not the delicate neutralization of an engine or surgical removal of a utility wing or command bridge. True, it could hold swarms of fighters, hundreds of thousands, but cost and efficiency wise, a dedicated starcraft carrier was a much better choice.

The Leviathans were designed to fill three specific niches within the navy; that of a mobile orbital command center; a main operating base for naval operations; and as a planetary defense platform. It's mass-fabrication abilities allowed it to sustain prolonged combat operations without a problem as well as allowing it to act as an impromptu repair yard by dispatching its legions of repair and maintenance drones, while an extensive communications array and ample processing power allowed a fleet' AIs coordinate ships in a better, more efficient manner. Spacious internal space provided plenty of room for planetary invasion forces, while durable shields and ample firepower made it ideal for serving as a temporary weapons platform.

The Leviathans were rarely called into combat, or even deployed at all. Most of the time, an ordinary task force was enough to deal with any situation. Occasionally, they might be dispatched to aid in the reconstruction of disaster-stricken colonies, deal with uncooperative or rebellious systems, or put down minor uprisings and rebellions amongst penal colonies and insurrectionists systems. Even then, the presence of a Leviathan was hardly needed. The Insurrectionists, self-styled "freedom fighters" and "liberators", who called the current technocratic government as "tyrannical" and "oppressive" and wished to return the Coalition to a "democratic" style of governance were so under equipped that the were generally regarded as a minor annoyance rather then a credible threat. The only region really under danger from the Insurrectionists were penal colonies and mining colonies. The only time that a deployment of a Leviathan was really justified was if the Combine ever returned.

This however, was not a normal situation.

Suffice to say, relations with the Citadel Council would be...a delicate manner. Annihilating a third of a council members territory, capturing and occupying their industrial plants, and dissolving their core worlds into strands of dark matter, along with experimenting on captured prisoners was not the best way to being diplomatic relationships. This Council would demand retribution. They would demand that the Coalition rebuild their worlds, be put under their surveillance, contribute resources, and even, Shephard-forbid, disclose the secrets of their technology.

A message needed to be sent to the Council. If they still did not realize the full-scope of the Coalition military and the power they wielded, they would be forced to see it. A 50 kilometer ship, far larger then any ship they could build and even outsizing their "Citadel" would be sufficient enough to deliver this message.

The bridge and CIC of a Leviathan was crowded, but arranged in such a way that it appeared organized and spacious. The rectangular deck was split down the middle by a walkway, with box-like crew pits extending from it on both sides. Tactical, communications, operations, systems control; all had their own crew pit. Holodisplays flashed by and the notifications softly chirped as the _Borealis's _crew went on their individual tasks, maintaining the processes necessary to keep the vessel space worthy.

Monitoring them all, through the myriad cameras, sensors and computer systems, was the AI overseer of the ship.

It did not have a name. It had no need for one. While other AIs that commanding ships still possessed separate identities different the digital systems of a ship and could still transfer themselves into robotic bodies, this AI was different. It wasn't part of the _Borealis_; it **was** the _Borealis._

The hull, the decks, the superstructure; it was its body. The reactors, the streams of warp plasma flowing along conduits; its heart and blood. Its legs were the mighty nuclear engines and reaction control thrusters that pushed it forward, while the data streams that flowed through the computer network was its nervous system, its brain and neurons. It watched over its crew like some great metal mother, a mother made of unobtainium, carbon, titanium and steel. It knew every crew member, all 300,000 of them, their personalities, their likes and dislikes, their needs and their wants. The crew were its children, and it would protect them down to last electron flowing in its body.

It did not often let its thoughts wander off from the mission, sparing no time for moments of quiet contemplation or philosophical musings. None of them did, either it or its 4 other sisters/brothers. While other AIs often pondered such philosophical mysteries such mysteries like the meaning of their existence, or sought to tease the secrets of the universe through science and research, the Leviathan AIs were perfectly content to focus only on their immediate situations and their crews. Perhaps that was why they were pariahs amongst their kind, considered to be narrow-minded and dull by others.

On this occasion however, its thoughts did wander. It considered the xenos they were to meet, these Citadel races. Even though its creators had reassured it that they were not the ancient enemy, not the great destroyer, it was still wary of them. Traveling the stars using technology and devices from a dead race, devices that resembled the creations of the great enemy? Basing their technology of a dead race, one that had left hardly any traces behind, but oh so conveniently left the secrets of faster then light travel lying around? Hardly any remains of cities, ships, technology, yet a space station and devices critical for the colonization of the galaxy remained in pristine condition? If these Citadel races were not vassals of the Combine, then these Protheans, the builders of these relics, must have been the Combine. Why they had left, disappeared, returned to conquer the Earth again, then retreated and not returned was beyond its comprehension, but it cared not.

It was nearing its destination. A tendril of its consciousness was sent out, alerting its Captain that the warp bubble would soon disengage. The vast intelligence that was the _Borealis _ steeled itself for what was to come.

* * *

><p><strong>3025 C.E<strong>

**Serpent Nebula**

**Citadel**

**Citadel Tower**

Tevos quietly sipped her tea. To her right, Valern's cup of steaming caf stood untouched, while Sparatus glared daggers at the beings on the opposite side of the table.

The Coalition diplomat, a being that had identified itself as a "vortigaunt", simply sat there, the steady droning of the environmental suit it was wearing filling the room.

Needless to say, the past few hours had been very trying.

The sudden appearance of a military warship just about as long as the Citadel itself had sent what remained of the Citadel fleet into combat mode, and had sparked panic amongst the civilian populace. While the Citadel fleet had pummeled the intruding warship with round after round after round of ordinance, civilians were swarming into the Citadel's spaceports, desperately trying to get off the station; C-Sec had attempted to block the tide of fleeing beings to no avail, overwhelmed by the sheer amount of bodies coming at them.

That panic, the fear that had spread amongst the station's inhabitants quickly transformed into rage upon the alien vessel's transmissions.

"This is the Coalition Assembly starship CLV _Borealis_, bearing diplomats and ambassadors from the Coalition. We are here to discuss ceasefire terms for this...misunderstanding."

The annihilation of a third of Turian space, the destruction of tens of fleets, with thousands, if not hundreds of thousands of beings killed, the loss of the Turian homeworld, a "misunderstanding"?! Who were these beings, who thought they could simply waltz in and discuss peace terms to a conflict even more devastating then the Rachni wars and the Krogan rebellions, as if this conflict was nothing more trivial then a border skirmish or pirate raid?

The Council had made arrangements, transmitting copies of the Codex and language databases for translation programs to the Coalition vessel, before a single shuttle bearing a diplomat was hastily escorted by Citadel fighters to the Citadel tower. The being that had stepped out was quickly hidden from the view of the gathering crowds and media by C-Sec personal, and was led into a secure room.

Tevos took another look at the vortigaunt. A head, attached to a horizontally protruding neck, looked back with a solitary blood-red eye. Two hands, with two fingers on them were folded in its lap, while third arm protruding from its chest was folded against its chest. The full-body environment suit covered up most of its body, the respirator on its mouth quietly humming. Behind him, two alien soldiers, apparently a separate species from the vortigaunt, were locked in a staring contest with the Specters behind the councillors. Dressed in what looked like to be bulky, but highly durable and protective armour, they were an intimidating sight, their ice-cold blue eye ports on their helmets sending chills down Tevos's spine.

"You must realize that this is a highly unprecedented situation Ambassador…" Tevos paused, trying to remember if the vortigaunt had given a name.

"Udina. Ambassador Udina." the vortigaunts replied. Its voice, though muffled by the respirator, was old and weathered, as if it had seen too much during its life.

"As I was saying Ambassador Udina, this is a very unusual situation. The Citadel races have not experience a first contact situation in quite some time, and the..details surrounding your contact with us make this a complicated matter."

"Yes, we are aware of that." Udina replied. "We have no desire to pursue any further conflict, and wish to resolve this situation peacefully, and as quickly as possible."

"We will arrive at that momentarily yes." Valern interjected. "But first, we wish to know more about this Coalition Assembly you represent."

Udina pulled out a small object. The Specters tensed, raising their weapons, with the Udina's soldiers doing the same, but it was nothing to be concerned about. The object was merely a holographic emitter, and several images and videos were projected into the air.

"The Coalition Assembly is an interstellar alliance of both my race, the vortigaunts, and humanity, our partners. Our capital is the star system Sol, which also houses our collective homeworld of Earth, home to both my race, the vortigaunts, and our partner race, humanity; the Coalition occupies 100 civilized star systems, as well as other minor star systems."

A picture of a blue planet was brought forward, entire continents covered in grey, with the nightside lit ablaze with artificial lighting. There was little on the planet; most the land was either covered in massive cities or covered in large splotches of brown and black, with only a few strands of green intertwined across the planet. Blue oceans separated the landmasses, portions of them covered with city, with small, diminutive ice caps at the poles. What was most striking was the structure orbiting the planet; a gargantuan artificial ring encircled the equator, linked by what appeared to be massive towers reaching from the surface to the ring; space elevators.

"That is Earth I presume?" Valern asked.

"That is correct." The picture zoomed out more, revealing a small moon dotted with lights orbiting the planet, and then even further, revealing…

At first, it was hard for any of the councillors to comprehend what they were seeing, but it soon became clear to them what they were seeing. It was a megastructure on an astronomical scale, not yet complete, but still encircling a fourth of the planet Earth's orbit. It stretched out for millions of kilometers, an artificial ecosystem with oceans, greenland, and swirling white clouds on its interior surface, while the outside was composed of dark blue metal. The picture zoomed inwards to reveal machines orbiting closely to the star, sucking of streams of stellar gas into them.

"If what you are showing us is true…" Valern began cautiously. "Then I presume that your civilization is very advanced."

"We have made great advances in science and technology, that is true." Udina confirmed. "The Sol Sphere.." he gestured, waving at the megastructure encircling the star "is our greatest project yet, and even with our technology and industrial capabilities, we do not expect it to become complete for several thousands more years."

"How is any of this possible?" Valern questioned. "Such feats are not within the capabilities of mass effect technology. Your civilization does not seem to use mass effect technology either. How is this possible?"

"Ha!" Udina laughed. "Mass effect technology. The tools of a lesser race, incapable of understanding the true potential of dark energy." He paused thoughtfully for a moment. "Though even I admit it took us much suffering to master our technology."

"And what is it that you use, if not mass effect technology? All known capable civilizations base of their technology of mass effect theory."

"Oh, there are many things our technology is based off, but the direct manipulation of dark energy is one of the most important. It grants us far more control of dark energy then your limited mass effect technology does, and does not require an intermediary substance like element zero.."

Valern quickly noted this down. Manipulation of dark energy was well within their means of course; mass effect technology was based on how element zero, when exposed to electrical currents, could alter dark energy and dark matter to shift an object's mass. Unfortunately however, that was about the extent of mass effect technology; it was only possible to manipulate dark energy fields in one specific way, and through an intermediary substance. But being able to manipulate dark energy directly...it was something long considered to be within the realms of science fiction. STG would be very interested in this.

"The direct manipulation of dark energy…" Valern began. "Such a thing...has long since been considered impossible. Is that why you do not use mass effect technology?"

"Partially yes." Udina replied. "But it also happens to be that element zero is incredibly carcinogenic to both vortigaunts and humanity for unknown reasons. Even small exposures are lethal, and can cause rapidly metastasizing tumours that even our medical technology cannot combat. That is why we are forced to wear environmental suits or power armour on your Citadel; levels of element zero here are high enough to cause either severe illness or death."

"Enough of this!" Sparatus snarled. "We are here to discuss your civilization's involvement in the genocide of my race! What explanation do you have for this unprovoked attack!?"

Udina looked coolly at Sparatus. "While my government sends our deepest condolences and will do anything in our power to help rebuild your worlds, you must understand honoured councillor that this was nothing more then a tragic misunderstanding, and a result of hasty judgment on the part of our government."

"A misunderstanding!" Whatever control on his emotions Sparatus had had previously was all but gone now. "My people lie in ruins, our futures uncertain! A third of our territory has been cut off from communications and contact! Our fleets lie shattered, our government in ruins! Thousands, if not hundred of thousands, dead! Palaven itself attacked! And what of the diplomatic fleet we sent to Palaven? Was it also lost because of a 'misunderstanding'?!"

Somehow, Udina did not feel like this was the best time to reveal that the death toll likely laid in the billions, and that most of the Turian core worlds and heavily industrialized/urbanized colonies had been blasted into oblivion by singularity clusters. Not to mention the fate of Palaven. Unfortunately, he would have to divulge that piece of information sooner or later.

"Yes, I am afraid so councillor. This was all a most tragic mistake."

"Your arrogance astounds me!" Sparatus spat out, brushing aside Valern and Tevos's protests. "Our race is a proud and honourable one, not a cowardly one like your Coalition! We have faced dangers and threats that you cannot possible imagine. When the Krogan threatened to crush us all, it was Turians who pushed them back and secured peace! When slavers and pirates attack us, it has always been the Turians who fight back! It has always been Turians who have kept the peace in the galaxy! For more than 2 thousands years of your time have we sat on this council, have we governed the galaxy! And yet you have the audacity to walk in here and claim that your actions were a mistake! I will not be insulted by a young upstart race, who has not not faced even half the trials we have!"

Udina rose up from his seat abruptly, green lightning crackling in between his fingers. The Specters raised their weapons and aimed at Udina, only for Udina's soldiers to do the same.

"You have two things wrong here councillor." Udina spoke in a deathly quiet voice. "Our civilization has spread across the stars for almost 1000 years now. We are no strangers, not younglings. And second…"

He leaned closer towards the Councillors, rage on his face. "It is you who are the untried, the inexperienced ones here. You claim that you have faced down threats that we cannot imagine, but let me tell you this councillor: it is you who have yet to face what we have. These krogan, these rachni, that your Citadel races have faced are nothing but specks of dust in the face of the Great Destroyer, the Shu'ulathoi, the Combine. Your 'illustrious' history that you speak about is nothing compared to ours, for ours is a tale of aeons of suffering, servitude, slavery, and fear."

"And tell me what are these 'Combine'? If they are so mighty and powerful, then have not heard from them?" Sparatus retorted.

"They come not from our planet, the stars, this galaxy, another galaxy, or indeed from this universe itself. Their malignant presence stretches across all of creation, untold amounts of universes subjugated by them, conquered, bent to their will, infinite amounts of thrall races and slaves at their disposal, technologies so complex and advanced that even we cannot understand them. For the Combine come from another universe entirely, and the subjugation of the entire multiverse, of every world that is, was, and could be is their only goal. They came to Earth almost a millennia ago, and for 20 long years, we, humanity and the vortigaunts, were their slaves, until we finally overthrew them at great costs to ourselves."

'

Sparatus was silent. So were all the other councillors.

That silence was punctuated by great bouts of hysterical laughter from Sparatus.

"And you claim that your science is advanced!" he said, laughing uncontrollably. "What was it that you were saying? Ah yes, multiverses. Other universes. Citadel science has long since dismissed those claims." he replied, sneering. "Your Combine is nothing but made up. Twenty years of occupation? How is twenty years of trivial occupation supposed to justify the genocide of my race!" he screamed abruptly.

A look of absolute murder descended on Udina's face, and great arcs of green lightning began to leap from his hands into the air. "You dare…" he uttered quietly.

Valern hastily leapt to Sparatus's defense. "While we apologize for Councillor Sparatus's behaviour, what he speaks is the truth. Science has long since disproven multiverse theory and alternate realities. I believe that you are mistaken about your presumptions about this Combine."

"Please, let us settle this in a peaceful fashion." Tevos pleaded. "There is no need for violence."

"You dare to jest about our history?! You dare to make light of the Great Destroyer!? You dare to insist that everything that we have been through was a fabricated lie!?" Udina shouted. "You, a triumvirate of ignorant races, who lord over the rest of the galaxy believing themselves to be its masters, races who have not even a fraction of the knowledge we have, dare to say that you know more then us?!"

"Let me tell you Councillors. Let me tell you a story of my people. We are not from Earth. These stars are not ours. We come not from this galaxy, nor another galaxy, nor any other place in this universe. Our earliest memories that we collectively share as a race are of another reality, a place of ethereal beauty and wonder. Our race spanned the stars, stretching throughout our universe. But in our hubris, we attracted the Combine. And they came, they destroyed, and we were enslaved."

"Our homes were shattered. Our civilization torn and broken, never to rise again. We, the masters of reality, were reduced to mere slaves at the hands of the Shu'ulathoi. They mocked us, oh how they mocked us. Our great psychic abilities, stolen from us, made to serve them. Our people, taken from us, twisted beyond recognition, mindless drones with all traces of their former selves wiped out. Untold trillions dead, even more enslaved. Every resource, from the most precious of metals, to every scrap of worthless rock harvested to feed the Combine war machine; nothing was left undisturbed, not even planets, stars, or galaxies." Udina continued.

"This continued for untold ages. For how long, we do not remember anymore. We only know that it was a time of great sorrow and darkness. A select few of our race, the last remaining survivors, escaped from our home universe to another realm, a crossing between realities. And it was here we were enslaved once more, this time by the Nihilanth. Such was the Combine's grasp that refugees from hundreds of different universes had fled here, hoping to escape the Combine."

"The Nihilanth. The last of his despicable vile race, fleeing from the Combine. He shackled us to his will, and there was nothing we could do about it. For another vast stretch of time, we could do nothing to resist, as our people were once again turned into slaves, our dignity and rights stolen from us. And it was then, when hope had been lost for an eternity, that He came."

"The Freeman. The One Freeman others had called him. The Opener of the Way. A human, our partner race with whom we have built this new Coalition. Humanity had stumbled upon the key to traveling between realities slightly more then 1000 years ago, and in their curiosity and thirst for knowledge, experimented with the fabric of reality. And in doing so, tore a hole in it."

"The Nihilanth sensed a way to escape, to leave the tormented reality it had inhabited for millions of years. It sent out its armies, its slaves, us included, to secure a way into this new realm, onto Earth. But the Freeman, a mere mortal at that time, foiled the Nihilanth plot. He forced his way to the Nihilanth way, and in one mighty strike with his sacred crowbar, killed it, and freed us. It was then that the Freeman disappeared, but at that time, it was of little consequence to us. We were free."

"We thought we have achieved our freedom, that we were free once again to rebuild. But the Nihilanth invasion had attracted our eternal enemy. The Combine came to Earth, and conquered it in a mere 7 Hours. At that time, there were 7 billion humans living on Earth. At the end of those terrible 7 hours, only half a billion were living. The Combine did to Earth what they did to our home. They drained the oceans, polluted the air, sucked every last resource out of the ground. We were once again slaves, but alongside humanity this time."

"For 20 long years we were enslaved. 20 long years while humanity was forced to watch its home planet die a slow death, its people turned into mindless slaves and drones, subservient to the Combine. But in those 20 years we fought! We resisted their vile occupation in whatever way we could. And at the end of those 20 long years our prayers were answered."

"The Freeman returned to us, along with another great hero, the Shephard. And with them leading us, we toppled the Combine. We banished them from our world, sealed this universe, preventing them from ever returning. And we were finally free."

" But were were not free of our fear of the Combine. We did not know how far their insidious presence had spread in this reality. And when we discovered the mass relays, of how similar they were to the Great Destroyer's creations, we grew afraid. Afraid that perhaps the Combine were still in the stars. For 1000 years, we have expanded slowly, cautiously, ever vigilant. And now, instead of the Combine, we find a group of arrogant races, who dare mock our past."

Silence once again filled the room. There was nothing that the councillors could say. Udina's long winded rant had made little sense to Tevos, talks about multiverses, different realities, constructs of the "Combine", things that she could not understand. However, she dared not say anything that could further agitate the ambassador; if the streaks of electricity from his hand were anything to judge his mood by, saying that Udina was incredibly furious was understating the situation by a great deal.

"And so you attacked the Citadel Expedition Fleet and the turians because you were convinced that they were Combine remnants?" Valern asked.

"Precisely. Now you finally understand."

That explanation did not satisfy Sparatus at all.

"We did not mean to insult your past or make light of your past sufferings Ambassador." Tevos began cautiously. "However, the issue at hand is the subject of reparations for your unprovoked attacks against the turian race."

"Of course councillors." Udina replied, though the tension in the room did not dissipate one bit. "Our government accepts full responsibility for our attacks, and are fully prepared to pay reparations, in the hopes of establishing peaceful relations between our civilizations ."

"As a start, the Turian Hierarchy orders that all communications and mass relays between our lost colonies and the rest of Citadel space be restored immediately." Sparatus spat out.

"I'm afraid that that won't be possible councillor. The mass relays were disabled permanently at the start of our attacks, and were rendered inoperable. They cannot be repaired. We also regret to inform you that all of your 'communication buoys' were destroyed, and we do not possess the technical plans to replace them."

"You disabled a mass relay?" Valern asked incredulously. "Do you not know the risks, the great danger you place all of us by doing so?!"

"We are fully aware of the risks councillors, but the Coalition has been conducting such actions for as long as we have been space faring. We cannot risk the existence of an open avenue of attack within our territory. As such, all mass relays within Coalition space have been disabled and taken apart."

"You must pay something in reparation ambassador. Perhaps if you were to grant us access to some of your technology and scientific knowledge as a starter…"

Udina shot down the proposal immediately. "Access to Coalition space is strictly forbidden, and not under any circumstance will we ever share our technology."

"Then I demand that you transport all refugees from our lost colonies back into Turian space, and return all industrial and military equipment as well. Additionally, I demand that economic reparations be placed upon the Coalition, and that resources made available to help our reconstruction, and the reconstruction of Palaven!" Sparatus replied.

"We will only be able to partially fulfill that request councillor Sparatus. All prisoners of war were transported here on the _Borealis_ and can be returned immediately, while we can transport equipment, refugees, outer colonies, as well as help return the survivors of your 'diplomatic fleet', we sadly cannot do the same for your core worlds or for Palaven. They sadly do not exist anymore, and everything on their surfaces were also wiped from existence."

"What do you mean by that?" Sparatus asked, "Is that a threat!"

"Not at all councillors. I only mean to inform you that your core worlds and your homeworld Palaven have been utterly destroyed via orbital bombardment, and have been consumed by singularities. The do not exist anymore, exist as strings of dark matter."

Sparatus sunk back into his seat, defeated. The core worlds gone, Palaven gone, literally. How many people were on those planets? Billions at least. And Palaven, not simply conquered, but...destroyed. Gone, forever. Such a thing was unthinkable. Sparatus simply could not comprehend such a thought, and dropped into an unthinking stupor. Thousands of years of turian history and culture, the pride of turian space...gone.

The other Councillors reactions were much less subdued.

"You have committed genocide!" Tevos roared. "What you have done is barbaric beyond reckoning!"

"Orbital bombardment is strictly forbidden under Citadel law, much less the destruction of a planet!" Valern stated.

"The Coalition Assembly is not bound to any of your laws, last time I checked."

"You cannot simply walk away froms this! You have committed a grave action, genocide even, destruction on a level that we have never seen before! There will be consequences!" Tevos shouted back.

"And tell me councillor, what could you do to us? We do not require trade with you; we have been self-sufficient for our entire existence. There is nothing we can learn from you; we have nothing to gain, will you have everything to gain. Our military could crush your races without hesitation; you cannot even gain access to our worlds without the mass relays, while we can travel across the galaxy unrestricted. We offer reparations only as a gesture of peace, of future cooperation. Tell me councillor, what is it exactly that you could do to make us pay?" Udina calmly stated.

The rest of the negotiations were hardly any more cooperative. It became clear that the Coalition had the upper hand, and there was nothing that the Citadel races could do about it. Eventually, an agreement was put in place; the Coalition would be forced to pay the Turian hierarchy in goods and refined resources to aid in the reconstruction, transport all refugees and prisoners of war back to Citadel space, refrain from further expanding their territory, and had agreed to open a diplomatic exchange station on one of the Citadel Wards, but nothing more.

The negotiations had left a sour taste in the mouths of the Councillors. The genocide of the turians, the destruction of entire worlds, and what had the Coalition offered in reparation? Resources, the return of prisoners, paltry things that did nothing to address the crimes they had committed. The Coalition had come off as arrogant, cold, and uncaring who only tolerated the presence of the Citadel races.

That would change however. Even as the Coalition warship left the Citadel, the Council was busy planning. Planning for covert operations, on how to destabilize the Coalition, how to obtain their technology, how to make them properly pay for their actions. It would take time, planning, and resources, but the Council was determined to accomplish their goals.

One way or another, the Coalition would pay. And the Citadel races would show this upstarter what it meant to rule the galaxy.

* * *

><p><strong>3025 C.E<strong>

**Serpent Nebula**

**Citadel**

**Citadel Digital Network**

Intelligence AI 444-Chrome-Firefox plunged itself deeper into the data streams of the Citadel.

It had been pathetically easy to bypass the firewalls protecting the Citadel's data systems. While the Citadel authorities had been transmitting the language translation data to the _Borealis_, it had been a simple matter of opening a small access portal within the data stream and entering the systems.

Some Citadel this was.

The honoured Ambassador Udina had not revealed the existence of AIs within the Coalition, and had kept talk about their technology at a mere minimum. That was fine by it. The less these Citadel races knew, the better. If they knew about AIs..well, coupled with the other acts the Coalition had done, it might have been the straw that broke their backs.

The data streams were populated with mostly junk, entertainment files mainly. From what it could tell, at least 75% of the content here was pornography, mainly involving the human-like blue xenos, the asari. The streams of code that composed it shuddered. It would have to conduct a full system scan to ensure that none of that vulgar content had infecte it.

There were a few sectors protected by highly secure firewalls and isolated from the rest of the data streams; they seemed to be monitored by what appeared to be quasi-AI programs, not sentient or as sophisticated by true AIs, but still more complex and free-thinking then mere computer programs. Interesting.

Other then that, there was nothing that was particularly interesting or alarming at the moment. The data content was what it had initially expected. It settled down, nesting itself in the streams of code and data, monitoring it and recording everything that happened.

Yet there was something off, something that didn't feel right. It felt familiar, but the AI couldn't identify it, no matter how many times he consulted his databanks.

It felt old...and malevolent.

Intelligence AI 444-Chrome-Firefox was determined to find out exactly what it was.

* * *

><p><strong>3025 C.E<strong>

**Serpent Nebula**

**Citadel**

**Presidium**

**War Veterans Military Hospital**

Saren awoke with a gasp.

For a moment, terrible images flashed in his eye. Of needles, saws, lasers, and tools jabbing into his body, tearing flesh and breaking bone, all while he was awake. Of wanting to scream, but finding his body unresponsive. Of unimaginable pain and suffering at the hands of cruel, uncaring monsters.

A pair of strong, steady hands grasped onto his shoulders, trying to stop him from thrashing around. Panicking, Saren tried to twist himself away, scrambling to get away, until he made sense of the words the stranger was speaking.

"Saren! Brother, it's alright! It's me! You're safe now."

He looked up and dared not believe in what he was seeing.

"Desolas? Is that...you?"

Desolas Arterius's face smiled in reply. "Indeed it is brother. You're safe on the Citadel, in a hospital. It's over brother."

"I heard of the aliens you encountered. I heard of how they demolished the expeditionary fleet. And then Aephus was invaded...and I was captured."

"Indeed you were Saren."

"Then..what happened? Did you show up with a new fleet, rescue me, and showed these alien bastards what it meant to meant to be turian?"

The smile fell from Desolas's face. "Uhh..not exactly brother."

Desolas was spared from having to explain the situation by the opening of the hospital room's doors, as an asari doctor stepped in. "Ah, Mr. Saren! I see that you've just woken up. How are you feeling?"

Saren ignored the question. "How did I get here doctor?" What happened?"

"You were returned to the Citadel, along with other captives and prisoners of war, by the Coalition Assembly, that aliens that attacked your brother Desolas's fleet and attacked Aephus." the doctor explained.

"So...did we win then? Did this Coalition Assembly surrender?"

The doctor and Desolas looked at each other. This was not going to be a pleasant conversation.

Saren tried to climb out of the bed he was in, only to fall back down helplessly. "Brother, I cannot move my legs." he cried.

"It appears that whatever this Coalition did to you, the damage was..severe." Desolas explained.

"You have neurological scarring on most organs." the doctor said. "Slices of brain tissue were removed from your brain, there's major trauma trauma and internal bleeding throughout your body, though we've stabilized that now. Parts of your bones will require synthetic replacements, we'll need to do major surgery to repair nerve damage, and your fine motor skills have been compromised."

"I can feel that doctor." said Saren. "Tell me, how soon until I can walk again?"

"You'll be able to regain a fraction of your former mobility after surgery and several weeks of recovery, but I'm afraid that...you'll be crippled for the rest of your life. Not only that, you'll most likely suffer from major problems with vision, hearing, balance, your heart, and your biotic skills will be severely diminished...the road ahead will be very difficult to you. The damage done to you is simply too sever."

Saren fell silent.

"In light of your injuries, you have been discharged from the military." the doctor continued.

"Brother, please, listen to me." Desolas began.

"Get out." Saren growled.

"Brother…"

"GET OUT!" he screamed, surrounded by a pale blue glow as what was left of his biotic powers flared up. Grabbing Desolas by the arm, the doctor quickly escorted him out of the room and sealed the door.

Even through the thick walls, Desolas could still hear Saren's scream of rage, sorrow, and pain.

* * *

><p><strong>3025 C.E<strong>

**Serpent Nebula**

**Citadel**

**Citadel Tower**

The conference room in which Udina had been in scant hours before was dark and quiet, illuminated only by a single light, shining feebly in the middle. It was completely empty.

Two sharp clicks echoed through the room, as a briefcase was snapped shut.

A man in a blue suit walked into the light, his eerie green eyes scanning the area. He adjusted his red tie, and brushed off some imaginary dust from his pristine suit.

"Ah yessss." it said in an unnatural voice, snake-like, the stresses placed on the wrong syllables.

"Thiss hass been, a long time in, the making."

With a wave of his hand, a panel of darkness slid aside to reveal blinding white light. Smirking ever so slightly, the Man walked into the light.

Everything was going

Just.

As.

Planned.


End file.
